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Abstract 
Historians have started to devote more attention to the drastic changes 
experienced by African Americans during the First World War. Recent works that have 
investigated  blacks’  participation  in  the  army  and  activism  during  the  war  have  focused  
on broad national movements, without taking into account the regional and local 
differences found at the state level. Through investigation of the Virginia War History 
Commission questionnaires, black newspapers, and other sources, a more complex view 
of black experience in Virginia during the war emerges. The unique political and racial 
landscape of the state,  labeled  as  the  “Virginia  Way,”  meant  blacks  faced  higher rates of 
conscription, placement in all black service battalions, and rough conditions at camps 
both in Virginia and in France. However, these sources also point to a black community 
that understood the bureaucratic and racist implications of the war, and actively tried to 
better their situation.   
 
Introduction 
  The  role  of  Virginia’s  citizens in the Great War has predominately received 
attention as part of larger studies on the effects of the conflict. Episodes of domestic and 
racial violence in the state merely enter into the discourse as illustrations of broader 
national events. Recent scholarship has extended this trend to the investigation of African 
Americans participating and living through the World War I era. However, the complex 
political, social, and economic idiosyncrasies of each state provide a unique analytical 
lens in which to observe how the relationships between the federal and state governments 
affected  the  lives  of  Virginia’s  citizens,  specifically  the  black  community,  as  they  
themselves actively pursued their own goals.   
 This thesis investigates the lives of individual black Virginians as they received 
the call to enter the Army and follows them from training camps in the United States, to 
war torn France, and eventually back home. It does not try to understand their personal 
perceptions of their service, because, as Michael  Burchett  has  noted,  “experience  is  an  
individual  concept  that  cannot  be  translated  into  quotations  and  quantifications.”1 Rather, 
it tries to investigate how these men fit into the larger context of the political and social 
discussions and actions occurring in their native state. These men faced discrimination 
before the United States even entered the war and their position within the 
Commonwealth determined how they served and to what extent the war affected their 
lives upon their return.  
 A number of books have come out in the last few years that investigate the ways 
World War I affected African  Americans.  Most,  like  Chad  Williams’  Torchbearers of 
                                                          
1 Michael  H.  Burchett,  “Promise  and  Prejudice: Wise County, Virginia and the Great Migration, 
The Journal of Negro History (Summer, 1997), 324. 
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Democracy: African American Soldiers in the World War I Era, look at how black 
organizations, intellectuals, and soldiers viewed military service as a way to lift up their 
race and gain recognition as full citizens. Adriane Lentz-Smith  has  taken  William’s  
argument  further  to  illustrate  how  the  roots  of  World  War  II’s  Double  V  campaign  
emerged even before World War I as blacks began to fight for their rights on the streets 
of Washington, D.C., Houston, and St. Louis. Although these books provide well-argued 
narratives, their focus on black struggles and debates on the national level treat the entire 
nation as a single  homogeneous  entity.  However,  the  United  States’  still  held,  and  still  
does hold, large regional and local differences based on social understandings, the 
economy, and demographics. Williams and Lentz-Smith also tend to treat African 
Americans as a unified group that worked together to achieve similar goals. For Lentz-
Smith, she uses the writings of one black solider, Ely Green, to illustrate how black men 
decided to join the army in order to gain rights and recognition. However, ninety-six 
percent of the men sent to France came from the Selective Service Act of 1917, and 
therefore, did not have any say in the matter. Instead of fighting for a political voice and 
debating the merits of service, their  responses  to  the  Virginia  War  History  Commission’s  
questionnaires reflect the notion that these men simply tried to survive the war and 
provide a refuge for themselves and their families if possible.  
 Taking a more cultural approach, Mark Whalan has written on the impact World 
War I had on black intellectuals and artists. In his book, The Great War and the Culture 
of the New Negro, Whalan argues that black veterans returning from the war became 
symbols of hope and black courage. Writers, like veteran Victor Daly, wrote scathing 
critiques of the Jim Crow South, while elevating the image of the black veteran. Whalan 
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also effectively illustrates the other side of the racial divide and how whites repurposed 
racial images of African Americans to depict their German enemies, and thus enable 
blacks to fight in the struggle for world democracy. This book provides a unique insight 
into black cultural understandings after the war, but most veterans did not pick up a pen 
or  paint  brush.  When  they  returned  home,  they  joined  veterans’  associations  or  raised  
money for memorials. These mundane forms of activism allowed veterans to actively 
pursue  their  goals,  but  did  not  carry  the  glamorous  image  of  A.  Philip  Randolph’s  
outspoken paper Messenger, and therefore have not received full attention in the 
scholarship.  
 Scholars have  also  turned  their  attention  towards  Virginia’s  political  and  
economic  standing  in  the  early  twentieth  century.  One  such  book,  J.  Douglas  Smith’s  
Managing White Supremacy: Race, Politics, and Citizenship in Jim Crow Virginia has 
outlined  the  “Virginia  Way,”  in  which  white  political  leaders  tried  to  ensure  “separation  
by  consent.”  This  paternalistic  approach  enabled  white  leaders  in  Virginia  to  claim  blacks  
had,  “decent  living  conditions,  educational  facilities,  and  absolute  justice  in  the  courts  of  
law.”2 Smith argues that this justification did not hold up well after the First World War 
as  black  and  poor  white  protests  emerged  in  the  1920s.  The  majority  of  Smith’s  book  
discusses the post-war period, with only around five pages directly mentioning  the  war’s 
influence. A more in depth study of the period can illuminate the complicated nature of 
race relations. For example, forty-six of the forty-eight  states  passed  “work  or  fight”  laws  
in 1917, with Virginia not doing so because its legislative branch did not hold session. 
However,  an  emergency  session  did  not  occur,  and  this  complicates  Smith’s  observations  
                                                          
2 J. Douglas Smith, Managing White Supremacy: Race, Politics, and Citizenship in Jim Crow 
Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 62. 
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that elite Virginians used the law to promote segregation. Did the social understandings 
of  the  “Virginia  Way”  make  such  a  law  unneeded  by  1917? 
 Lisa Linquist  Dorr  has  taken  the  “Virginia  Way”  model  and  applied  it  to  cases  of  
rape in Virginia between 1900 and 1960. Her findings suggest that Virginia understood 
its need for outside capital and therefore a need to present itself as a civilized state earlier 
than its Southern brethren. Consequently, most elite Virginians dismissed the vigilante 
justice associated with such groups as the Klux Klux Klan and tried to legitimize racial 
discrimination  through  court  proceedings  that  in  many  instances  insured  “white justice”  
would  prevail.  The  war  appears  to  have  complicated  this  “managing  of  race  relations”  as  
the military moved in to erect installations and conduct its own independent form of rule. 
This threatened to upset the racial balance within Virginia and many unlikely defenders 
came  to  ensure  blacks  received  “fair”  treatment  in  order  to  protect  this  uneasy  
understanding and to ensure the black community did not rise up in protest over 
mistreatment.  
This thesis draws heavily from the records of Virginia War History Commission, 
specifically the questionnaires veterans filled out between 1920 and 1921. These records 
do present inherit biases that will be further explained in the following chapters, but they 
also  provide  a  unique  record  of  individuals’  experiences of the war. Within these 
documents, one can find where these men worked before the war, where they lived, 
whether they voted or attended church, and how they viewed their time in the military. 
The fact that thousands filled these forms out willingly, with many completing them at 
their church, points to a population of men wanting to tell their story. The fact that the 
Virginia War history Commission existed as a state entity means anyone approaching 
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these records should do so with caution. As James West Davidson and Mark Hamilton 
Lytle’s  investigation  of  interviews  conducted  with  former  slaves  by  members  of  the  
Federal  Writers’  Project  have  shown,  interviewees  do  take  their  audience  into  account  
when giving answers. Davidson and Lytle showed that former slaves would provide light 
hearted and less descriptive answers of their experience if they believed the interviewers 
worked with departments, like social security, that could provide them with economic 
aide. However, the same men and women would give more blatant and forthcoming 
answers if they thought the interviewers had no control over their welfare.3 This does not 
mean scholars should only take negative responses at face value, but understand that 
context and intentions played a large role in how these men answered the questions and 
the extent to which they elaborated on their answers. Broken into three sections, this 
thesis follows three distinct periods of the war, as experienced by these black Virginians: 
the lead-up to the war and conscription, military training and deployment, and their return 
home where they lived out their lives as veterans of a foreign war. 
 Chapter one discusses the unique characteristics of the Selective Service Act in 
Virginia. Unlike other Southern states that relied heavily on an agricultural economy, and 
therefore needed more laborers, Virginia held a much more diverse economy. It still 
needed a large work force and the state had experienced an exodus of black and white 
laborers associated with the Great Migration; however, the number of black farm owners 
and semi-skilled laborers, meant the demand for deferment by large plantation owners 
did not hold the weight it did in other states. The diversity in occupation found within the 
African American community also meant that these men faced conscription on a wider 
                                                          
3 James  West  Davidson  and  Mark  Hamilton  Lytle,  “The  View  From  the  Bottom  Rail,”  from  After 
the Fact: The Art of Historical Detection (New York: McGraw- Hill, Inc., 1992) 148-175. 
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scale, as Virginia raced to fill its quotas and maintain its position as a patriotic member of 
the New South.  
 The second chapter follows black conscripts as they entered training camps and 
filled the ranks of labor battalions. Virginians did not necessarily fear the training of 
black troops because the vast majority of them would never pick up a rifle. However, the 
military  did  pose  a  threat  to  the  “Virginia  Way”  as  it  consented  to  outside  demands  that  
pitted white skilled craftsmen against their black contemporaries. The role of the 
Hampton Institute and its model played a major role in how blacks would participate in 
the war. The white presidents of the institute along with its black graduates, including 
Booker T. Washington, supported gradual desegregation and black equality with an 
emphasis on vocational training. This farm and semi-skilled education allowed 
proponents of the system to argue the usefulness of black economic independence while 
not challenging the racial status quo. Newspapers touted that these black men had 
volunteered for service in France as laborers, but the reality of the situation points to a 
state that barred black participation in the National Guard units, and the only black 
combat divisions held a small proportion of the black conscripts. 
 Chapter three takes a wider look at the legacy of the war, as these veterans 
returned to a nation that had changed in many ways, but which held on to many of its 
discriminatory practices. Unlike the intellectual and artistic communities, men across the 
country found  an  outlet  in  participation  in  local  branches  of  veterans’  organizations  as  
well as national movements. For those who would never see their name in print, this 
participation allowed them to actively seek a better life or in the least promote black 
activism. Intellectuals also set out to provide a record of the war and many black histories 
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of different units came out in the years immediately following the conflict. However, 
black veterans understood the power and longevity of stone and marble. Many of these 
men wanted to ensure their story had a permanent marker that could resonate for 
generations to come. The end of the chapter looks at black participation in the Bonus 
Expeditionary Force and the movement of these men through Virginia. Virginia acted as 
a conduit for men riding the rails to Washington, D.C., and for many communities in the 
Commonwealth, this influx of veterans allowed them to glimpse the effects of the 
growing  depression  as  the  country’s  heroes pleaded for money to feed themselves and 
their families. Among these men, African Americans took an active role as their 
prospects during the Great Depression fell significantly below their white comrades.   
Overall, this study looks to illustrate the importance of the black experience on 
the state level. National politics and black protests played an important part during the 
war,  but  ultimately  these  men  and  women’s  experience  held  far  greater  importance  on  the  
local and regional level, where they interacted with the social and economic forces 
dictated by the state. Whether on a farm in Rockingham County or building ships in 
Portsmouth, these men came under the direction of local draft boards and returned home 
to  participate  in  their  local  veterans’ chapters. National movements could and did 
penetrate these spheres, but the day-to-day lives of the black community came down to 
local interactions.  
Virginia’s  elite  saw  the  war  as  an opportunity to illustrate the importance the state 
held as a defender of democratic values. The elite also consciously understood the 
importance  the  state’s  image  had  in  drawing  investment  capital  from  Northeastern  
interests. Part of their strategy involved recruiting as many men for service as possible to 
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showcase the willingness  of  Virginians  to  serve  The  Virginia’s  leaders  described  the  
absence of major race riots or protests against the Selective Service Act. However, the 
state did witness racially motivated skirmishes and men did find ways to resist the draft. 
With Virginia’s  diverse  economy,  blacks  residing  in  the  state  found  few opportunities for 
deferment, but several African Americans, mostly those residing and working in 
shipyards, actively pursued other routes to secure military positions that kept them closer 
to home. Once drafted, most black Virginians found themselves placed in labor 
battalions, and two distinct engineering battalions, the 510th and 511th, allowed white 
Virginians to applaud black soldiers without directly contradicting the ideals of the 
“Virginia Way”  After  the  war,  the  idea  of  “voluntary  segregation,”  found  within  the  state,  
and racist understandings across the country began to receive scrutiny from black 
veterans wanting their experiences and their sacrifices remembered. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1 
“War  and  the  Virginia  Way” 
On his train ride to Spartanburg, South Carolina, Howard P. LeCount, anticipated 
his arrival at the training grounds where he would learn the necessary skills needed to 
become a member of the 102nd Engineers Regiment; part of the 27th Division. This 
regiment consisted entirely of white males, as the army the United States sent to France 
consisted of two separate fighting forces; one white and the other black. Upon reflecting 
on his first observations of the South, as he left his native state of New York, LeCount 
wrote on August 2, 1917,  “Up  at  6  AM  while passing thru Washington D.C. Breakfast 
was served on the train. Passed away the time looking at scenery: lots of army camps, and 
niggers  all  over.”1 LeCount wrote in his diary that he stopped briefly for a few minutes in 
Richmond,  but  did  not  elaborate  on  his  experience  or  observations.  LeCount’s  entry  does  
reveal, however, that he identified the South, in this instance Virginia, with a large black 
population. 
After Virginia Governor Wesmorland Davis created the Virginia War History 
Commission in 1919, its appointed leaders set out to collect the relevant documents and 
data  needed  to  provide  a  record  of  Virginia’s  involvement  in  the  war.  Virginia  followed  
the actions of several states that  wanted  to  ensure  their  citizens’  war  efforts  did  not  go  
unnoticed. As part of their efforts, the local branches in Virginia set out to have as many 
veterans fill out a four page survey as possible. Among the information included on this 
detailed survey, participants provided their occupation before and after the war, level of 
education, and a list of postings occupied during the conflict. Virginia, also included a 
                                                          
1 Howard P. LeCount, World War I Diary 1917-1919, George C. Marshall Library (Folder 1, 
Manuscript 223) 
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written section in which soldiers could answer more subjective questions including, their 
attitudes toward military service, how their training and overseas experiences effected 
them physically and mentally, and whether or not the war had changed their religious 
outlook. Historians of World War I have begun to use these questionnaires in their 
research, and several have included them in recent works on African American 
experience during the war. However, by taking a large sample of the questionnaires and 
comparing the rhetoric, geography, and date of induction, these records challenge or, in 
the least, complicate the findings of historians looking at black experience on the 
national, rather than the state level.  
 Although these questionnaires offer unique insights into the motivations and 
experiences of these soldiers, they do include inherent biases. The number of 
questionnaires provided for each county came down to the efforts of local boards. 
Apprehension by men to fill out these forms rested in their belief that these pages could 
lead to further military service. Many veterans simply filled out the basic information and 
left the fourth page blank. Several did not understand the questions asked or could not 
express in words what their time in the military had done to them mentally and 
physically. John Jones, an African American from Richmond Virginia simply wrote at 
the  bottom  of  his  blank  questionnaire,  “some  of  these  question[s]  I  did  not  understand.”2 
Others wanted to ensure that their story and achievements would not go unnoticed. Some 
wrote the commission letters to ensure they had filled out the form correctly, while those 
who had received awards felt obliged to provide proof of citations. James Strother 
Marshall, recipient of the French Croix de Guerre with a Bronze Star wrote the 
                                                          
2 John Jones, “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library  of  Virginia  Digitized  
Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us.  
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commission  that,  “ I have citation paper to show and can prove details of this statement if 
necessary.”3 He also wrote that his captain and two French officers could corroborate his 
achievements.  
Observing the number of black veterans who listed their inability to work after the 
war due to sickness or disabilities incurred from service, and their terse responses to the 
commission questionnaire, illustrate how these men seemed to have cautiously 
acknowledged  the  commission’s  existence  as  a  state  entity.  Edgar  Jackson,  from  New  
Kent County, Virginia, wrote on his war record that he had been hospitalized for general 
sickness in France. He had since become physically disabled and unable to continue his 
work as a farm laborer. After the war he had come under the advisement of the Federal 
Board for Vocational  Education. Although created by the Smith Hughes Act of 1917, the 
Federal Board for Vocational Education relied on state boards to disperse the federal 
funding of its programs. Although hospitalized for over a month-and-a-half,  Jackson’s  
answer  to  “What has been the effect of all these experiences as contrasted with your state 
of mind before the war?,”  simply  read,  “Not  so  good.”4 Oscar Poindexter, originally from 
Pennsylvania, but living in Richmond after the war had also come under the Federal 
Board for Vocational Education  because  of  his  inability  to  do  “general  labor  work.”  His  
answers  ranging  from  “unfavorable”  to  “Physically-bad”  acknowledge  his  dreadful  
experience, but also his unwillingness to elaborate in too much detail.5 Soldiers had not 
only undergone physical trauma, but economic woes as well. 
                                                          
3 James Strother Marshall, “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library of Virginia 
Digitized Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us. 
4 Edgar  Jackson,  “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library  of  Virginia  Digitized  
Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us. 
5 Oscar  Poindexter,  “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library  of  Virginia  Digitized  
Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us. 
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 Other African American veterans had undergone changes in occupation because 
of  the  detrimental  effects  of  service.  George  E.  Jones  had  worked  as  a  “bundle  wrapper”  
for a paper company in Richmond, but told the commission,  “I don't know whether the 
Army is the cause of it or not but I had to change jobs on the account of being sick and 
have not been well for two years.”  Demoted  to  boiler  packer  at  the  same  paper  mill  and  
asked,  “What were the effects of camp experiences in the United States upon yourself- 
mental physical?,”  George  responded  “None;;  whatever; but to obey order; and wait for 
the change to come.”  What  did  George  mean  by  “change”  and  why  did  he  feel that “if it 
be my duty to go, that I would go and make the best out of it, as I possibly could.”6 These 
questionnaires offer unique insights into how these men viewed their experience, but they 
also end up raising more questions about black motivations and understandings of the 
war.  Investigating  Virginia’s  social and economic position at the beginning of the 
twentieth century helps to shed light on the role blacks would play in the war. 
Virginia, at the beginning of the twentieth century still held its position as a 
border state between the industrial northeast and the more entrenched agrarian areas of 
the  Deep  South.  Virginia’s  mixed  economy  included  farming,  but  other  industries,  like  
the railroad, shipbuilding, and manufacturing, gave it more economic flexibility than its 
Southern brethren had. On the surface, Virginia  appeared  the  “standard  bearer”  for  the  
New South. Despite its successful transition and influx of northern capital, racial tensions 
and occasional violence continued to linger in the background. Between 1830 and 1930, 
Virginia had lynched 86 people (81 percent of whom were black), compared to Georgia, 
                                                          
6 George  E.  Jones,  “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library  of  Virginia  Digitized  
Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us. 
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which had lynched 441 of its residents (96 percent of whom were black).7 According to 
historian Lisa Linquist Dorr, Virginians had recognized the barbarity of lynching earlier 
than other states, instead,  violence  “became  less  visible,  routinized  and  subordinated  to  
the  grim  ritual  of  courtroom  procedure.”8 This procedure of downplaying and 
legitimizing racial discrimination not only formed the basis of white civil justice, but also 
characterized how Virginians conducted mobilization during the First World War.  
Scholars have seen black participation in the war as their way of supporting the 
country while looking to the military for authority and full citizenship. In her book, 
Freedom Struggles: African Americans and World War I Adriane Lent-Smith has 
convincingly  argued  that  the  roots  of  World  War  II’s  Double  V  campaign were laid in the 
efforts  of  black  American’s  efforts  on  the  home  front  during  the  First  World  War.  
Although she makes a convincing argument,  a  statement  like  “African  Americans  looked  
to military service to clarify what it meant to be a man and to cull from among their 
numbers  the  best  of  their  manhood,”  goes  too  far  in  its  assumptions  about  black  
understandings of military service.9 Her argument and others like it, point to the idea that 
serving  in  the  Federal  army  usurped  the  white  supremacy  associated  with  “Jim  Crow.”  
This idea adheres to the calls made by the black intellectual community, but it dismisses 
men drafted and how they viewed their military experience.  Likewise, J. Douglas Smith 
has  stated,  “Black  Virginians  also  demonstrated  their  support  for  the  war  effort  by  
                                                          
7 Lisa Linquist Dorr, White Women, Rape, and the Power of Race in Virginia 1900-1960 (Chapel 
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8Ibid, 20. 
9 Adriane Lentz-Smith, Freedom Struggles: African Americans and World War I (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2009), 83. 
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registering  for  the  draft  and  entering  the  army.”10 In reality, these men understood, as The 
Richmond Planet warned in June 1917, “Persons  who  willfully  fail  to  register  are  subject  
to  imprisonment  in  jail  for  a  term,  not  exceeding  one  year.”11 Ultimately responsible for 
ninety-six percent of black troops serving with the United States Army, the Selective 
Service Act did not provide opportunity for manhood, but an obligation for duty. 
Pleading with the readers of the black newspaper The Richmond Planet to support a camp 
to train black officers, Dr. J. E. Spingarn, a prominent leader in the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) pointed out: 
If there is a real war, there will be conscription of all able-bodied men. All pretty 
talk about volunteering and not volunteering will have to go. The choice will no 
longer be between volunteering and not volunteering, but between 
CONSCRIPTION and REBELLION. If conscription comes, will the leaders of 
the colored race help their Southern enemies by preaching treason and 
rebellion?12  
 
Spingarn acknowledged the predicament faced by black Southerners, who, barred from 
joining white units or enlisting as officers, could refuse to fight, and in doing so provide 
ammunition for white Southerners already questioning black patriotism. 
War between the United States and Germany officially began on April 6, 1917, 
when Congress made a formal declaration of war. Spingarn’s  warning  came  to  fruition  on  
May 18, 1917, when Congress enacted the Selective Service Act, which required all able-
bodied males between the ages of 21 and 30 to register for military service. The act 
placed men into four categories, ranging from class I, most conscriptable, to class IV, the 
least draftable. To appease Southern opposition that stemmed partly from the belief that 
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the United State entered the war to protect northern manufacturing interests and partly 
from fears that conscription would remove labor from an already strained farming sector, 
the  draft  would  come  under  the  states’  supervision.13 Those drafted could appeal to their 
local board for deferment, based on the number of dependents, including their wives and 
children, but: 
The regulations provided that exemption claims must be filed within seven days 
after the registrant had been called for examination and failing to comply 
therewith the registrant was deemed to have waived his right to claim exemption, 
subject, however, to the power of the board to grant an extension of time. This 
notice was short, but every reasonable opportunity, as far as practicable, was 
given for the filing of claims.14 
 
Even if the person called had time to make a formal petition, its approval came down to 
geography and occupation. In Virginia, The Richmond Times Dispatch applauded the 
fairness  of  the  Act,  “Under  the  arrangement  by  which  officers  or  agents  of  the  Federal  
government will actually draw numbers, not names the possibility of local or political 
influence  is  eliminated  altogether.”15 Even though exemptions came under local boards 
and  did  not  concern  the  writer  of  the  article  because,  “If  the  local  boards  do  their  full  
duty- and there is every reason to believe they will- the exemptions will be as fair as the 
draft  itself.”16 As events would transpire and the local boards conducted their 
investigations,  their  “mechanical  and  inelastic  methods”  met  only  the  standards  of  the  
white upper class.  
 In  the  state’s  official  chronicle of the First World War, the authors applauded its 
citizens’  efforts  to  support  the  Selective  Service  Act  and  granted  its  success  to  the  power  
                                                          
13 Jeanette Keith, “The  Politics  of  Southern  Draft  Resistance,  1917-1918: Class, Race, and 
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14H. C. Stuart Virginia War Agencies Selective Draft and Volunteers (Richmond: The Executive 
Committee, 1926), 221. 
15 “Fairness  of  the  Draft,”  The Richmond Times Dispatch, June 25, 1917, p. 6. 
16 Ibid. 
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of the state. In the introduction, the chroniclers  felt,  “The  Selective  Draft  was  suited  to  
the spirit and traditions of Virginia. It was a system of state control and national 
supervision, with the maximum power in the smallest units, the local boards. There is but 
little wonder that it met with an instant response in this state, since there was complete 
reliance  on  state  organizations  for  the  performance  of  a  Federal  service.”17 This reliance 
on state and local boards also meant, racial understandings of a particular region could 
influence the exemption process and whom they deemed fit for service. However, as the 
“official  records”  claims,  “The  percentage  of  men  certified  for  service  by  Virginia  local  
boards and that of men inducted was considerably better than that of the country at large, 
while on the other hand the percentage of exemptions allowed was smaller than in most 
of  the  other  states.”18 Exemptions came down to personal income and the ability, or lack 
thereof,  to  support  a  man’s  dependents;;  his  wife  and  children.  If  a  man’s  absence  would  
lead to poverty for his family, then, theoretically, the state boards could grant him a 
deferment. K. Walter Hickel has suggested that since most poor white and black women, 
from economic necessity, found work outside of the home, draft officials; therefore, 
deemed them relatively independent and their husbands could not claim them as 
dependents for deferment.19 Hickel has also described how the Adjutant General of 
Virginia, the highest authority on draft concerns in the state, wanted to ensure that not all 
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“colored  farm  labor”  ended  up  in  class  I.20 This would leave the state without the help its 
famers  needed  to  deliver  the  crops  so  important  to  the  state’s  economy.   
 Unlike  other  states,  however,  Virginia  did  not  pass  its  own  “work  or fight”  law, 
and this lack of legislation meant Virginia politicians believed the state already had 
mechanisms in place to ensure its African American community met the call to arms and 
worked in vital industry. The federal government had enacted an amendment to the 
Selective Service Act of 1917 that stated men not working in vital war industries could 
face immediate induction.  In his investigation of how Georgia carried out the Selective 
Service Act, Gerald E. Shenk has argued that Georgia’s  local  boards  used  the  state’s  
“work  or  fight”  law  primarily  as  a  way  to  keep  black  men  located  in  the agricultural 
sector. Men and women not working in industries that supported the war effort received 
orders to change occupation or face imprisonment.21 In Virginia, a voluntary system 
appears to have urged residents to find work in the war sector or the legislature would 
take legal action. A broadside published in 1918 warned,  
Whereas, the Governor of Virginia has issued a proclamation calling attention to the 
urgent need of farm workers ... and Whereas, ... many men, both white and colored, are 
ignoring their responsibilities as citizens and producers by not working at regular 
employment. Therefore, it has been deemed expedient to call attention of all such people 
to the fact that before any drastic action is taken against them under the law that an 
opportunity be given them to make good by securing continuous employment.22 
 
Signed by the Commissioner of Labor, C. G. Kizer; the Chairman of the Legislative 
Commission on Farm Labor, Berkley D. Adams; and the District Superintendent U.S. 
Employment Service, Ralph Izard, this broadside made it clear to residents that, although 
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no  state  “work  or  fight”  law  existed  in  Virginia,  the  state  government  did  not  take  
occupational status lightly. Instead they adopted an approach consistent with the 
“Virginia  Way,”  where black men were told to find jobs in certain sectors or face legal 
consequences.  
 Agriculture and its constant demand for labor influenced certain counties’ ability 
to meet their draft quotas more than others, and this reflects the reality of the population 
demographic found in Virginia during the 1910s. H. C. Stuart, the former governor of 
Virginia would note that,  
The average number of men placed in Class 1 was 30% but there was a wide 
variation in the State, one board having 52% and another 10% in Class 1. This 
was due to the differences existing in the counties because of local agricultural 
and industrial conditions. The counties where farming was on a high plane had 
lower averages than those where but little attention was paid to the farms.23  
 
Tobacco also complicated classification, as many farmers faced reclassification “because  
farmers  were  planting  tobacco  to  the  exclusion  of  foodstuffs.”24 However, when looking 
at the population and agricultural distribution found throughout the state, one can see how 
the crops grown in the commonwealth influenced the high number of black Virginians 
drafted. 
 Virginia, as an agricultural center, differed drastically compared to other states of 
the South. North Carolina had 1,200,000 acres of cotton fields in 1909, and acreage per 
state increased further south. Virginia listed less than 100,000 acres of cotton fields.25 
This  should  not  come  as  a  surprise,  as  Virginia’s  climate  leant  itself  to  other  farm  
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commodities.  However,  Virginia’s  total  value  for  all  farm  crops  in 1909 came to 
$100,531,157, with $12,169,086 coming from tobacco farms.26 Not considered part of the 
wartime essentials, tobacco farmers and their laborers would not receive deferral. 
Georgia had a farm industry worth $226,595,436 dollars and even taking into account 
North  Carolina’s  tobacco  industry,  valued  at  $13,847,559,  the  state  still  held  a  value  of  
$129,042,633 from other crops.27 Virginia, North Carolina, and Georgia ranked 22nd, 
23rd, 24th respectively in industry based on the value of the products each state produced. 
Interestingly,  Virginia’s  value  for  products  produced  came  to  around,  $219,794,000,  
meaning its industrial output doubled its agricultural value.28 Although these numbers can 
reflect a myriad of factors, they all point to Virginia, having a smaller agricultural base 
for laborers compared to its southern neighbors. In fact, many black workers would come 
to  Virginia’s  many  cities  to  find  work  during  the  Great  Migration. 
 The South had indeed found itself in the midst of a labor shortage, as poor black 
Southerners saw the industries of the north as way to improve their financial situation and 
living  conditions.  Southerners,  “Unable  to  recognize  ‘their  Negroes’  ability  to  make  
independent, rational decisions of such magnitude, and unwilling to confront the 
exploitative and oppressive nature of southern race relations, many preferred to assign to 
outside influences- northern whites- the pivotal role in the decision-making process of 
black  southerners.”29 In Virginia, whites began to take a paternalistic role in accusing 
northern  labor  recruiters  as  “unscrupulous.”  In  an  article  applauding  the  efforts  of  
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Virginia’s  Industrial  Council  of  Safety,  The Richmond Times Dispatch reported,  “The  
negroes who are leaving Virginia and other Southern States in such large numbers are 
those  who  most  readily  fall  victim  to  the  arts  of  the  labor  shark.”  The  unskilled  laborers  
did  not  have  the  education  or  expertise  of,  “crafts-men, who, as everyone knows-the 
negro craftsman best of all- fare infinitely better in the South than in any other part of the 
country.”30 As events during the war would show, race would become the deciding factor 
in  how  white  war  labor  viewed  “negro  craftsmen.”  (See  Chapter  2) 
 Virginia, like other southern states, had experienced the mass exodus of black 
workers to the north, but also the movement of farm labor to its major cities. Dr. William 
Jay  Schleffelin,  after  his  brief  visit  to  Virginia  and  North  Carolina,  would  state,  “The  
Negro is not economically fitted to be a city dweller. His impulsive nature, for one thing 
unfits him to meet the excitement and strain of city life. Rural life, in the region where 
crops are now threatened because of the absence be much more conductive to his welfare 
both  physical  and  moral.”31 Although Dr. Schleffelin seconded the calls by many white 
newspapers to improve conditions for the black population in the South in order to stop 
their  migration,  he  viewed  them  only  as,  “an  intelligent  and  able-bodied  laboring  class”  
to keep the South prosperous.32 This association between African Americans and farm 
labor continued throughout the war, but it disregarded a much more complex interaction 
between farming and the great migration. 
Earl Lewis has illustrated through census and occupation records that, far from 
the mass movement to the north, many African Americans simply moved to southern 
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cities that provided better work opportunities.33 However, even at the beginning of the 
period known as the Great Migration, usually placed between the years 1910 and 1940, 
census records reveal a state with a much more complex racial makeup. For instance, 
Rockingham County, with a total population of 34,903 people in 1910 had gained 3,604 
new residences since 1890. The white population in 1910 had risen from 28,485 in 1890 
to 32,567. The black population had only declined by 182 people, and the high number of 
those who owned farms, compared to tenants, illustrates the complexities of the border 
state.34 Steven  Hahn  has  pointed  out  that,  “By  the  early twentieth century, Virginia 
boasted the greatest number and highest proportion of black landowners of any state in 
the  Old  Confederacy.”35 This proportion actually came quite close to white land 
ownership. In the year 1910, 3,452 white male farmers lived in Rockingham County, 
compared to 69 of their black contemporaries.36 In terms of ownership, 2,973 white 
farmers worked their own land and 433 lived and  worked  on  someone  else’s.  Sixty of the 
69  farmers  considered  “Negro  and  other  nonwhite”  owned  their  farms.37 This breaks 
down to 86.12% of the white farmer population owning their land, and 86.96% of the 
nonwhite population respectively. This does not take into account the number of free 
laborers who would not register on the census, but it does provide a glimpse at how an 
agriculturally centered county in Virginia found itself on the eve of the First World War. 
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Not limited to Rockingham County, this population demographic also appears in other 
sections of the state as well.  
Mecklenburg,  Virginia,  with  only  2,006  farms  compared  to  Rockingham’s  3,039, 
still outnumbered most of the state’s  other  areas in terms of acreage under cultivation. 
The county had a population of 28,956 people in 1910. Both the white and black 
populations had increased since 1890, with the white population increasing from 9,329 to 
12,562 and the black population growing only marginally from 16,030 to 16,394.38 
Counties in which the black population outnumbered the white would lead state officials 
to  conclude,  “In order to prevent injustice to the white men in those counties where the 
colored out-numbered the white permission was given to allot calls to local boards in 
proportion to the Class 1 men by race.”39 Both races had about an equal number of 
farmers, with the white famer population totaling 1,748 and African Americans 1,876.40 
Out of those 1,748 white famers, 1,067 owned and operated their farms, and 929 
“nonwhites”  did  as  well.41 Meaning 49.52% of the latter owned farms compared to 
61.16% of whites. When those conducting the draft under the Selective Service Act 
began to fill their quotas, farmers, both white and black would fill the ranks, however, the 
black inductees faced discrimination before they even reported for duty, as the state 
would allot a large number of black conscripts, before any calls came for black troops by 
the federal government.   
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When the first calls for men came from the individual boards, the occupation of 
the draftee appeared to have played a factor. In Rockingham County, Thomas Banks, 
working as a laborer for Washington Limestone Company received his draft notice and 
reported for the first induction of African Americans on October 27, 1917.42 George 
Henry Williams worked as a leather roller for J. R. Colbert & Sons in Elkton Virginia. 
When registering for the draft, George listed on his registration card that he helped 
support his parents and his brother and sister.43 Despite this, Williams also reported for 
induction on October 27th, and both Thomas and George would serve in the 42 Separate 
E.R.O.T.C.44 Also joining the ranks of the 42nd, Maynard Clinton Griggs found himself 
drafted and inducted with the other black residences of Rockingham County on October 
27th. Born in Elkton, he  had found work at the Blair Limestone Co.45 All three of these 
men had found work outside of the agricultural sector of Rockingham, but their 
occupation allowed members of the selective service board to classify them as category I, 
and not eligible for deferment. However, those working for farmers in Rockingham 
County found their draft notices pushed back, but only for a short period. 
Several black residents in Rockingham County had found work farming for the 
various owners throughout the county. This did not mean they would receive a 
deferment, despite ground to do so, but it did mean they would report a year later. Wesley 
Charles Gilmore and his wife, Laze lived in McGaheysville, where Wesley worked for 
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John McGahey. The Gilmore family had their first son in February of 1917. 46  Although 
he had a wife and child and stated their need for support on his draft card, Wesley 
reported for duty in July of 1918 with several other African American farm laborers 
called that month.47 Interestingly, Willie Edgar Moore received his notice in June of 
1918. Willie helped his father out on his farm in Island Ford, located in Rockingham.48 
The fact that Willie farmed for his father and received his draft notice later, hints that 
color distinction did not play a major factor, as long as Willie provided labor in the 
fields.49 However, in Palmers Springs, a locality in Mecklenburg, Virginia, Walter Jones, 
had to report as part of the first group of African Americans to receive the call, even 
though  he  worked  on  a  farm;;  his  father’s.50 On his draft card, Jones specifically 
proclaimed  when  asked  about  dependents,  “Yes,  wife  is  a  dependent,”  along  with  sisters  
and brothers.51 Outside  of  agriculture,  Virginia’s  manufacturing  centers  also  faced  the  
task of filling their draft quotas.  
Norfolk, had the largest war-associated population increase in Virginia with many 
unskilled laborers finding employment in the Navy yards.52 Other cities would experience 
similar growth as war approached and defense industries geared up to produce 
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armaments. When describing their occupation, many like Abram Doughtry, a twenty-five 
year old living in Portsmouth at the beginning of the war, would not only state their 
position,  “Machinist  Helper,”  but  also  include  their  employer,  “U.S.  Government  
(Norfolk  Va.,  Navy  Yard).”53 Originally from Southampton, Virginia, William Diggs had 
relocated to Portsmouth before enlisting in the Navy. Before the war, William listed his 
occupation  as  a  janitor  for  the  “U.S.  Government.”54 Contrary to Lentz-Smith’s  argument  
these  men  already  viewed  themselves  as  “servants  of  the  federal  government,”  and  the  
war would illustrate the power the state government held in carrying out the Selective 
Service Act.  
 Just as farmers had the limited ability to try to defer themselves and their laborers 
based on the types of crops they grew, the ship building sector also held possible 
exemptions in the state regulations. H.C. Stuart wrote begrudgingly of this fact, stating: 
 
Local boards were required by the regulations to keep a separate classification list 
known as the Emergency Fleet List for registrants employed in shipbuilding 
plants operated by the Emergency Fleet Corporation. This turned out to be an easy 
method of evading military service as in a great many instances registrants rushed 
to shipyards throughout the country as soon as they received notice they had been 
placed in Class 1. The notification of local boards by shipyards of the 
employment of these men required the boards to place them on the above-
mentioned list and resulted in many who were never intended to, finding 
immunity from military service.55 
 
This regulation did not necessarily provide the large safe haven that Stuart claimed. In 
fact, only 1,059 white and 499 black men received a place on these lists in 1917 and only 
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106 white and 17 black laborers had their names added to the list the following year.56 
For most of the men working on the docks, they had to face induction like most other 
Virginians. One of them, Ollie Snow worked as a shipfitter helper in the naval yard at 
Portsmouth Virginia. He had married his wife, Nellie Fuller in August of 1916. Despite 
his occupation, and his marriage status, Ollie found himself drafted into the 93rd infantry 
Division during the first round of selections.57  
Other men, especially those married with children, understood the dynamics of 
the situation, and the possibility that they would end up drafted, and decided to take what 
action they could to ensure their safe return. Newspapers had begun to plead for 
volunteers,  reminding  men  that,  “The  point  has  not  been  determined  authoritatively,  but  
there is excellent legal opinion to the effect that after registration only the draft will 
operate, and men will not be permitted to evade it even by entering the military or naval 
service.”58  “William  Diggs,  the  janitor  working  in  Portsmouth,  had  married  his  wife,  
Olive Kelly, in 1914. By the time, the U.S. declared war on Germany, Olive had given 
birth  to  two  boys,  James  and  Edward.  Although  he  had  a  family  and  a  “U.S.  
Government”  job,  William  enlisted  in  the  navy  on  December  11,, 1917. The service did 
not take him far from his home, as he served as a mess attendant at a naval installation in 
Hampton Roads Virginia. Olive gave birth to their daughter Verona on April 6, 1918, and 
William received his discharge over a year later in 1919 at Hampton Roads.59 Another 
married man, Peter Pearson, had found work as well in Portsmouth as a laborer in the 
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Navy Yard. He had enlisted in February of 1917, two months before the U.S. had entered 
the conflict. One of the benefits of naval service came in the form of shore leave. Peter 
Pearson’s  wife,  Elizabeth  gave  birth  to  two  children  while  Peter  served, one born in 
February of 1918, a year after his enlistment, and another in October of 1919 around 
seven months before his discharge.60Not restricted to those working in the Navy Yards, 
others found naval service as a way to work within the system. 
 Men from across Virginia and with varying occupations found enlistment in the 
Navy a better alternative to allowing state controlled boards determine where they would 
serve. Ellsworth Richard Storrs, had one year of college, and listed his occupation as 
Student before the war. He enlisted in the Navy on November 26, 1917 almost a month 
after the first inductees had entered the service. When asked what his attitude toward 
military  service  in  general  and  toward  his  call  had  been,  “Storrs  simply  replied,  “I  rather 
not  be  quoted.”  He  would  go  on  to  further  elaborate  by  stating,  “I was greatly 
disappointed to know that intelligent America, was base enough to engage in such an 
unprofitable occupation.”61 Ellsworth had entered the Navy out of necessity rather than 
patriotism, and his realization that his position as a single young black male left him few 
options, other than joining the Navy. 
 Reflecting on their military experiences, many of the naval enlistees hinted at 
their motives for joining and their underlying assumptions about the draft boards. Unlike 
the phrases describing how the service made them better men or provided a sense of duty, 
these men appear to have experienced feelings of indifference towards their service. Peter 
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Pearson only wrote one sentence on his questionnaire. According to him, his attitude 
towards  military  service  came  down  to,  “I  think  it  was  all  right  to  some  extent.”62 Other 
veterans wrote less than that. Willie Smith, whose wife had just given birth to a son the 
same month Congress declared war, decided to join the Navy in December of 1917. 
Smith only responded to a few questions on the War History Commission questionnaire, 
and on one of them, asking about the effects of service on his state of mind before the 
war,  he  had  only  wrote,  “No  effect.”63  William Diggs had responded to the same 
question  with  “None.”  Understanding  the  forces  that  could  place  them  in  the  service  and  
not  wanting  to  end  up  labeled  “slackers”  or  abandon  their  families,  these  men  had  taken  
an alternative that enabled them to serve while ensuring they did not end up in the 
trenches or on the docks in France.  
White newspapers from the beginning of hostilities had already begun labeling 
black  men  as  “slackers,”  both  directly  and  indirectly.  The Big Stone Gap Post, one of the 
newspapers published in  Wise  County  Virginia  printed  an  article  entitled  “Rounding  Up  
Slackers,”  in  which  local  revenue  officers  hunted  down  men  who  had  not  reported  to  
Camp  Lee  for  induction.  The  article  stated,  “Thirty  two  were  arrested,  two  of  them  being 
whites  and  the  others  negroes,”  and  went  on  to  pronounce  that  “[a]ll  appeared  to  have  
registration cards but fourteen of them failed to pass a satisfactory physical 
examination.”64 In Virginia, and throughout the South, African Americans ended up 
characterized as either unwilling or unable to fight for democracy.   
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The federal government also kept a close watch on black newspaper editors and 
their coverage of war measures. The passing of the Espionage and Sedition Acts allowed 
the postmaster general to exclude their papers from circulation if government agents saw 
their stories as critical of the war or Jim Crow. Editors of the socialist Messenger, A. 
Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen found their officers raided by such agents and 
served brief jail sentences. G.W. Bouldin of the San Antonio Inquirer received a two-year 
jail sentence after praising the black mutineers of the Houston Riot.65 In Virginia, the 
Richmond Planet received a brief suspension of its circulation after it printed a letter from 
former editor of the Howard University Journal Uzziah Miner. Miner had written to the 
paper to inform its readers that he would not volunteer because the United States did not 
guarantee his rights. The editor of the paper John Mitchell, Jr. enquired to the Richmond 
post office and learned from Postmaster Hay T. Thornton that Washington requested the 
paper  no  longer  receive  circulation  because  of  Miner’s  comments. As the editors of the 
Planet acknowledged,  Miner  had  only  spoken  for  himself  and,  “he  did  not  advise  anyone 
else  not  to  volunteer,  and  he  did  not  oppose  the  selective  draft  system.”66 Upon a visit to 
Postmaster General A. S. Burleson, Mitchell achieved his goal of getting the paper back 
into circulation. Mitchell most likely pointed out that his paper had done everything to 
support the administration and the effort of the federal and state authorities. A few days 
later, Uzzaih Miner wrote the Planet to  apologize  for  his  letter’s  role  in  the  papers  
troubles. Miner felt he could encourage his race to maintain its record of patriotism, but 
he  also  argued,  “I  must  not  hesitate  to  remind  the  public  that:  ‘patriotism  and  loyalty  
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presuppose  protection  and  liberty.’”67 However, patriotism began to take on a new role in 
the eyes of many African Americans. 
Many articles found in The Richmond Planet equated patriotism with race identity 
and supported the  rhetoric  and  ideals  found  in  the  history  commission’s  questionnaires.  A  
few  days  after  Dr.  Spingarn’s  article  that  warned  of  the  possible  draft,  a  writer  for  The 
Richmond Planet countered an argument sent to the newspaper by an unnamed 
correspondent. The letter had argued black loyalty should only lie with their race found in 
the South because blacks did not receive all of the benefits of citizenship. In response, the 
Richmond Planet writer  stated,  “How  futile  the  act  of  the  Negro  who  deliberately  deserts  
the Stars and Stripes to serve the Hohenzellern dynasty. Can that autocratic government 
give  him  anymore  of  personal  liberty  that  he  achieves  here?  Hardly.”  The  author  went  on 
to  write,  “With  all  the  restrictions  imposed  on  the  Negro  in  the  South  he  is  yet  
immeasurably better off, politically, than the freest of German citizens. What are we 
fighting for today but to abolish the autocratic rule that would throttle democracies.”68 
George Robinson, of Richmond Virginia, acknowledged this sentiment when he told the 
Virginia  War  History  Commission,  “It was my duty to defend the standards of My 
country wher[e] my Freedom is sought.”  Loyalty  to  a  country  that  included  some  limited  
form of political voice and freedom, emphasis on limited, deserved protection from 
societies that did not even include liberty in their government process. J. C. Carter, an 
attorney from Danville Virginia, wrote the editor of The Richmond Planet to say that 
questions of black patriotism came from a white population that subconsciously felt 
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guilty  about  its  treatment  of  African  Americans.  Carter  asked,  “If  a  father  has  been  true  to  
his children, why should he be uneasy as to the fidelity of his children to him? And when 
the parent is showing anxiety as to where the child stands, it is a safe bet that the old man 
has not been dealing quite square with the children, and that his conscience is getting just 
a  little  troublesome.”  The  question  of  black  patriotism  held  no  relevance  because,  “Of  
course the black man is loyal and expects to show it when the time comes, but he is not 
so because the country has been so true to him, but despite all its injustices and wrongs, 
he will not suffer his resentment to turn him into  a  traitor.”69 Black men had already 
undergone the trials of racial inequality and discrimination and through this experience; 
they had already become hardened individuals according to Carter.  
One  phrase  that  stands  out  in  Carter’s  letter  and  comes  to  embody much of the 
language  found  in  veterans’  responses  to  the  questionnaire  refers  to  the  question  of  
national  security.  Carter  pleads,  “When  the  enemy  is  almost  at  the  gate,  prejudice,  it  
seems to me, should be set aside, at least, till the danger is past.”70 This idea of the 
“enemy  at  the  gate”  differs  from  Mark  Whalan’s  argument  found  in  The Great War and 
the Culture of the New Negro. In this book Whalan illustrates how American 
propagandists used Jim Crow iconography to justify black participation in a war against 
another white civilization. The emphasis for Carter did not come from imagery, but 
proximity and for many of those serving with the American Expeditionary Force, both 
black and white, the war presented a national crisis that demanded action. Robert 
Maxwell  Thomas,  from  Petersburg,  hinted  at  this  idea  when  he  wrote,  “When I went into 
the army I had a feeling that the colored boy was being used not because he was an 
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American, but because things had reached the stage where they had to be called upon in 
great numbers than it had been anticipated.”71 For Thomas, enlistment of blacks had 
reflected a desperate situation. Despite his reservations, Thomas enlisted in August of 
1918. He differed from the vast majority of black Virginians who would serve in the war. 
Thomas had gone to college for two years and when a call for 159 men, with at least 
grammar school education, to report to Hampton Institute for a two-month course in 
motor mechanics, Thomas went with them.72 He served out his enlistment at Camp 
Jackson South Carolina. John Noah Williams, a chauffeur working in Norfolk Virginia, 
felt the same as Thomas, because according to Williams, what his experience taught him, 
“was that you needed all the able bodied men you could get to help save the country.”73 
These men felt they had served as the last line of defense since their value in civilian life 
had led them to believe white society would only call on them if the situation demanded 
it. 
 The notion that the struggle had reached a critical stage also came across in white 
respondents’  answers,  and  this  illustrates  how  the  “crisis”  had  crossed  racial  lines  and  
penetrated  the  national  psyche.  Wills  Wray  Morse,  of  Portsmouth  Virginia,  stated,  “I 
have always despised war, but when a National emergency existed I felt duty bound to do 
my part.”74 Charles Linwood Richardson, also from Portsmouth, responded, “I held back 
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my attitude towards military service in belief and thought and did all I could do.”75 
Feelings of war aside, these men felt obligated to help their country that faced a crisis, 
and the rhetoric of many African American veterans follow almost the exact same 
pattern.  William  G.  Hurdle,  a  black  farm  laborer  from  Norfolk  Virginia,  lamented,  “I do 
not think it is feasible for nations to get along without war in this world, but I believe the 
effort should be  made  to  do  away  with  war;;”  however,  he  felt,  “very glad of the 
opportunity to serve my country.”76 These  statements  raise  the  question:  “To  what  extent  
did  these  men  identify  with  their  ‘country’  and  its  form  of  ‘democracy.’” 
 In his book Torchbearers of Democracy: African American Soldiers in the World 
War I Era,  Chad  Williams  used  Floyd  Bishop’s  response  to  the  question,  “What has been 
the effect of all these experiences as contrasted with your state of mind before the war?”  
to  illustrate  how  the  war  had  effected  the  “disillusioned”  black  soldiers.77 Bishop had 
responded,  “Before  the  war  I  was  passive  as  the  treatment  of  the  common  people  colored,  
in particular, but since the war I am constantly reminded that my people are not getting 
any  of  the  things  that  I  served  in  the  war  to  help  bring  about  democracy.”78 Bishop had 
also commented on the harsh conditions he had experienced while in camp and abroad. 
Many veterans concurred with Bishop’s sentiments, but a large proportion stated that 
their  experiences,  although  in  many  instances  “unbearable”  had  strengthened  their  love  of  
country and democracy. A laborer in a chemical plant before entering the service, Walter 
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Banks,  simply  stated  that  he,  “Was not impressed with the country [France]; was glad to 
get back to America.”79 George Smith, from Hopewell Virginia who had worked in a Du 
Pont  Powder  plant  summed  up  his  feelings  by  stating,  “I  like  U.S.A.  best.”80 Now, these 
responses seem to support the notion that these men realized the opportunities and 
advantages afforded them in the United States, but one must also consider what these 
men felt they had fought to protect.  
 A considerable number of black veterans combined the rhetoric of patriotism and 
belief in democracy to the point that many considered the two indistinguishable. Before 
enlisting  in  the  service,  Ward  Smith  felt,  “Anxious  to  answer  the  call  of  Government,  
willing  to  sacrifice  all.”81 Upon  reflecting  on  his  experience  Smith  proclaimed,  “I  have  
more love for  Democracy.”82 For Ward, he had willingly volunteered to save his country 
from an enemy that threatened the best form of government. Vernon Smith felt almost the 
exact  same  way  when  he  wrote,  “My  attitude  was  to  fight  for  democracy,  because  I  felt  
like we did  not  want  any  Hun.  That  every  man  should  have  his  right.”83 Unfortunately, 
Vernon did not fully explain the rights he felt every man should have. Did these rights 
include,  fighting  for  one’s  country  and  the  right  to  vote,  and  did  they  include  women?  
Vernon,  however,  did  make  his  motivations  for  fighting  clear,  “Impressions  were  made  
upon me to fight for my country, and to kill as many Huns as I could for the benefit of 
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my people at home.84 Again, the benefits gained remain unclear, but Smith certainly felt 
that this foreign enemy had attacked a way of life, and he had to defend it. Herman 
Barron  Williams  wrote,  “Willing  to  die  for  victory,”  when  asked  about  how  combat  had  
affected his state of mind. Williams response to how his overall experience had affected 
his  state  of  mind  came  across  as  more  cautious,  “It  made  me  feel  that  real  democracy  
would  mean  something.”85 Williams acknowledged the willingness to die for a cause he 
had not yet fully experienced. Other black veterans felt the same way. 
 When it came to fighting, these men had gone to war to defend a principle and 
demand equality indirectly, not vice versa. James Crawley had worked for the Norfolk 
and Western railroad in Petersburg, Virginia before ending up in the 538th Service 
Battalion stationed in France. When filling out his war record, Crawley wrote in the 
section  set  aside  for  engagements,  “worked  all  the  time.”  Crawley  made  his  feelings  quite  
clear.  When  inducted,  he  felt,  “Patriotic  as  any  man  but  as  a  black  man  I  felt  as  if  my  
country did not  appreciate  my  service  as  a  true  American.”  Despite  his  reservations,  
Crawley’s  camp  experience  had  led  him  to  describe  it  as,  “Helpful  in  every  way  except  
that it lack the true democratic spirit. The cause we give all to gain for everyone except 
ourselves.”  Like  Vernon  Smith’s  response  they  lacked  specific  language  that  could  allow  
someone to understand exactly how camp had helped him while depriving him of a 
principle he felt so strongly about. Even though the service had denied him what he 
thought he and  his  fellow  black  soldiers  deserved  he  went  on  to  say,  “The  principles  for  
which we fought I will again defend, but the experiences both foreign and domestic were 
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mostly  unbearable  that  a  soldier  should  have.” 86 African Americans faced many 
obstacles when serving their country, but they also had to deal with many beliefs and 
notions that could appear contradictory.  
 Many historians have started to look at how the African American community 
experienced the First World War, both on the home front and in France. While these 
scholars have produced well founded argument based on the works of intellectual leaders 
and many educated soldiers, most do not address the everyday struggles of the black 
population that would eventually fill the ranks of the army. These men had limited 
choices before the war, in terms of occupation and class mobility, and many of the life 
choices they made before the war influenced where and to what extent they would serve 
the federal government. Although questions of masculinity and patriotism have their 
place in the historiography, many of these men simply had to survive the large 
bureaucratic institutions set up during the war. For many, the United States did not extend 
the same principles they fought for to them and their families. However, this does not 
mean  that  many  did  not  willingly  serve  their  country.  For  them,  the  United  States’  
entrance into the First World War tested their rationalized conception of nationalism and 
democracy. In many instances, these men would come out of the war transformed, not to 
the extent of alienation, but awareness. Virginia ended up drafting more black males than 
their white counterparts, and this reflects the position of Virginia at the beginning of the 
twentieth century. Unlike Georgia and other states across the United States Virginia 
politicians  felt  it  not  necessary  to  pass  a  “work  or  fight”  law,  as  they  preached  
“segregation  by  consent,”  and  therefore  felt  such  a  law  would  only  antagonize  the  black  
                                                          
86 James  Crawley,  “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library  of  Virginia  Digitized  
Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us. 
   37 
 
labor  population.  Virginia’s  elite  wanted  to  promote the state as a patriotic member of the 
United States that had matured past the point of forced segregation and mob violence. 
This  also  meant  it  could  claim  a  high  conscription  and  “volunteer”  rate  among  its  black  
laborers  to  demonstrate  the  state’s  ability to control the African American population.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2 
“Over  There, but Under Jim Crow” 
 Black soldiers had seen combat and active duty in previous wars, and several 
black units had gained acclaim through their various exploits, but World War I would not 
bring desegregation to the armed forces. Racial violence and several riots had shaken the 
country on the eve of the First World War. One riot, in particular, involving men from the 
all black Twenty-fourth Infantry had made army officials reconsider the use of black 
troops. However, the military needed men and this meant black troops would have to 
serve  in  some  capacity  in  order  for  the  United  States  to  mobilize  quickly.  “Labor”  came  
to  define  most  African  Americans’  service  during  World War I, and for the white farming 
and industrial leaders in Virginia, this allowed them to feel secure in knowing the racial 
status quo had not collapsed. The relationship between black and white residents during 
the war would follow the same precedent that had evolved since the Civil War; one of 
segregation  and  paternalism.  Units  raised  in  Virginia  embodied  the  white  population’s  
characterization of African Americans as hard working, enduring, and subservient. 
 Riots would occur in Virginia, and three would involve the army in some 
capacity. Even  though  the  Virginia  War  History  Commission’s  official  history would 
read,  “The successive steps in the working out of the Draft-registrations, classification, 
induction-passed off without untoward incidents or unpatriotic demonstrations of any sort 
in  Virginia,”  and  the  ensuing  clashes  did  not  reach  the  size  and  ferocity  found  in  other  
states, tensions between the two races still existed. 1 The paternalistic undertaking by 
white leaders in the state, as well as the acceptance of such an arrangement by influential 
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black leaders and institutions, helps explain this lack of violence. J. Douglas Smith has 
argued,  “many  whites  in  Virginia,  especially  in  the  area  around  Petersburg,  focused  more  
on the economic benefits to the  region  of  the  army’s  decision  to  establish  a  training  
facility  for  black  and  white  conscripts  at  Camp  Lee.”2 However, the fact that the majority 
of black soldiers stationed in Virginia served in labor battalions, rather than combat units, 
points to a white  population  complacent  with  black  men’s  service  because  these  men  
would not receive the military training whites feared: training that placed killing 
implements in the hands of a population that might turn those weapons against a white 
suppressive society. 
 During the summer of 1917, as the United States prepared for war, race riots 
broke out across the United States. These clashes usually occurred after an altercation 
between small groups of black and white participants, but soon erupted into full-scale 
mob violence. One such riot in Chester, Pennsylvania, began after a supposed attack by 
two black men on an unsuspecting couple led to brawls between residents and the deaths 
of two men.3 In Virginia, similar incidents led to local violence and The Richmond Planet 
carried a description of a riot that began in Danville. According to the paper, a young 
black man, Howard Grasty, had made an unclear comment to a group of white soldiers 
stationed in the area. As a result, the soldiers proceeded to attack other unsuspecting 
African Americans in the community. Even though these men had obviously committed a 
horrible act, black newspapers, such as The Richmond Planet cautioned the black 
community  to  understand  the  need  for  caution;;  “Colored  people  would  do  well  to think 
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more  and  talk  less  and  above  all  make  friends  with  the  better  class  of  white  people.”4 
This  class  of  citizens  included  Danville’s  Mayor,  Harry  Wooding,  who  had  negotiated  the  
removal of the soldiers located near the town and had made strides to end the conflicts. 
The appeal to the black residents of Virginia to seek white allies who could act as envoys 
to the white race seemed to provide a less violent and constructive way of achieving 
harmony, not equality. However, these white ambassadors held their own racial 
understandings  of  African  Americans’  place  in  society,  and  they  did  not  differ  too  much  
from the rest of the white community.  
 Leaders of the Hampton Institute, located in Hampton Roads, Virginia, portrayed 
themselves as friends to the black community who looked to better their lives through 
education. The American Missionary Association had created the Hampton Institute after 
the Civil War to help educate and acclimate the newly freed slave population. Originally, 
the association had fought to end slavery, but after the war they moved to promote black 
prosperity, again not equality. The editor of the New York Eagle believed  “It  is  not  too  
much to say that Hampton and the schools founded and taught by its graduates, like 
Tuskegee and others, have  solved  the  negro  question.”5 The fact that Booker T. 
Washington, another advocate for cooperation between black and white races graduated 
from the institute hints at the fundamental principles taught at the school.6 J.H. Oldham, 
an outside observer, in 1912 commented on the Institute: 
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All over the State of Virginia Hampton graduates are at work introducing 
improved methods of farming, organizing poultry clubs, corn clubs and canning 
clubs, inspecting and supervising education, conducting classes in sewing, 
cooking and elementary agriculture, and seeking in various ways to improve the 
home life of the community.7 
 
Serving in agriculture allowed black residents to improve their lives as well as stay within 
the occupational bounds set by white society. Speaking  at  the  Institute’s  graduation  
ceremony in June of 1917, one of its esteemed alumni directly addressed the need for 
racial  intermediaries.  Isaac  Fisher  pleaded  with  his  audience,  “We  need  an  increasing  
number of white men and women to speak for us, and to interpret us to their race, in those 
inner circles which are closed to the best of us and to interpret to us the inner feelings of 
those  who  dwell  within  those  same  restricted  dominions.”8 The  school’s  various  white  
principals would act as such interpreters.  
 Dr. Hollis B. Frissell, the principal of the Hampton Institute, spoke out in defense 
of the black race and saw himself as a proponent of racial harmony. When questions of 
black loyalty began to arise as war approached, Frissell would openly deny such charges. 
Interviewed by the New York Times, he cited his years of experience with the black race, 
“After  thirty  six  years  of  labor  among  the  negroes  of  the  South  I  feel  that  I  have  a  fair  
knowledge of conditions. (. . .) Should there be a call for help the whole Hampton 
Institute  battalion  of  500  cadets  could  be  counted  on  for  service.”9 Like, Dr. Schleffelin 
(See Chapter 1), Dr. Frissell claimed he had expert knowledge on the matter and felt he 
                                                                                                                                                                             
curriculum found at the Hampton Institute, where black students learned many skills essential for 
agriculture. 
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could comment on the feelings of the entire race. Establishments, such as the Hampton 
Institute and Tuskegee Institute, promoted and reinforced white notions of African 
Americans by offering them vocational training, and abandoning traditional education 
that emphasized literature and mathematics. 
To receive a more traditional education  blacks  had  to  attend,  “Negro  liberal  arts  
colleges, which were determined to prepare their students for as full educational and 
professional parity with the products of white colleges as their very limited funds 
allowed.”10  Those men who attended such colleges did not hide their feelings about the 
war. Herbert Ulysses White had attended Howard University before receiving his draft 
notice. He would later note, “I  did  not  feel  justified  in  going  into  the  service  to  fight  for  
so called democracy  which  I  could  not  myself  enjoy  as  an  American  citizen.”11 These 
men, following the ideology of W. E. B. Du Bois, wanted to challenge the restraints 
placed on them by a white dominant society. When a race riot involving a black regiment 
raised questions about the necessity of training black troops, responses from both schools 
of  thought  reached  Virginia  residents,  but  the  “emissary  model”  would  dominate  
understandings of the debate.  
On August 23, 1917, a riot broke out in Houston, Texas, that severely tarnished 
the reputation of one of the most famous black regiments. The 24th Infantry Division had 
charged San Juan Hill during the Spanish American War and had seen action in the 
Philippines.  The  unit  had  also  taken  part  in  the  operations  against  “Pancho”  Villa.  After  a  
distinguished service record, the new recruits of the Twenty-fourth’s  Third  Battalion  had  
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reported  to  Houston,  where  they  would  serve  guard  duty  during  Camp  Logan’s  
construction. After a confrontation between a white police officer and two black soldiers 
over the arrest of a local black woman, Sara Travers, a mob of a hundred soldiers stormed 
the town and the resulting mayhem left fifteen people dead. Chad L. Williams, has 
argued,  “What  occurred  on  the  fateful  night  of  August  23,  1917,  was a rebellion, a 
desperate revolt against racial order, which had for too long degraded the manhood and 
dignity of black soldiers, and its perpetrators, embodied by the white residents of 
Houston  and  its  police  officers  in  particular.”12 According to Williams, these men had 
found a breaking point and willingly decided to fight back against a society that had 
deemed them inferior. This event led Southerners to believe conscripting and training 
black soldiers would only lead to more violence, and black newspapers had dismissed the 
actions of the soldiers while questioning the real cause of the riot. The army quickly 
moved to hand down judgment on the fifty-eight men accused of mutiny. When thirteen 
of the soldiers received death sentences for their participation in the riot, the Norfolk 
Journal and Guide felt the military had handed down a harsh punishment. Instead, “The  
civilians who precipitated in the riot have not been punished, not even the police officer 
who feloniously assaulted Corporal Baltimore [one of the black soldiers who had 
involved  in  the  original  confrontation]  while  he  was  on  provost  duty.”13 Again, white 
supporters would come to defend the use of black soldiers while dismissing the Houston 
rioters  as  not  living  up  to  their  former  comrades’  achievements. 
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Lieutenant Colonel J. A. Cole, a former instructor at the University of Virginia 
had commanded the black Ninth Cavalry in the Philippines, and felt he needed to support 
African American soldiers. In an article for the Charlottesville Progress, Cole described 
how military training had a positive effect on black troops. He cited improved personal 
habits, disregard for personal safety when carrying out orders, and men who were 
“subordinate, [and] devoted to their officers.”  Black  troops  had  their  faults, according to 
Cole, mostly as overly emotional, but nothing training could not fix. The most intriguing 
part  of  Cole’s  interview  came  in  the  form  of  a  quick  anecdote  that  supposedly  
characterized African American loyalty: 
A black soldier of Troop E, crazed  by  jealousy,  stole  a  rifle,  “shot  up”  his  rival,  
took to the woods, and, finally, drowned himself to avoid capture; but, says 
Colonel Cole, he managed to send word to his captain where he had hidden the 
rifle. He did not want it to fall into the hands of near-by Moros.14 
 
African  Americans  met  Cole’s  definition  of  an  ideal  soldier,  one  who  would  put  his  duty  
first  and  submit  to  the  military’s  hierarchy  and  demands.  Black  Virginians,  along  with  
African Americans across the country, soon assembled to head off for camp, and for the 
majority  of  them,  their  role  in  the  war  would  reinforce  Cole’s  claims.  Not  because  they  
did so willingly, but because they had little choice, despite white claims to the contrary.   
On Saturday, October 27, 1917, the first black draftees assembled at the National 
Guard armory in Richmond, Virginia, where a crowd of well-wishers assembled to send 
them  on  their  way  to  Camp  Lee.  Three  bands  played  festive  songs,  such  as  “Auld  Lang  
Syne”  and  the  families  of  the  new  recruits  said  their  goodbyes. A reporter for The 
Richmond Planet felt  the  event,  “[would]  be  preserved  in  many  a  song  and  story,  as  this  
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generation fades away and passes its history and epochal achievements on to the next. 
The occasion was the mustering of the flower of Richmond’s  young  colored  manhood.”15 
One  of  those  young  men,  Leonard  Pitts  would  later  state  that,  “My attitude after being 
called to military service to render this country all of my service and to do all in my 
power to save its honor.”16 However, like most of the young black men recruited, Pitts 
would serve in one of the all black labor battalions, specifically the 341st Service 
Battalion.  
 For each branch of the military, the need for men meant they had to accept 
African Americans as part of the armed forces; however, these men could fill the more 
mundane and labor intensive positions, while leaving the fighting up to white soldiers. 
Earlier in October, Army officials in Washington had announced that they would 
organize twenty-four labor companies, allowing black conscripts to volunteer for their 
ranks. These companies had four white officers in charge as well as noncommissioned 
African American officers from the all black 9th and 10th Cavalry and the 24th and 25th 
Infantry.17 The Navy decided that it urgently needed mess attendants and made it clear 
that,  “the  department  is  willing  to  modify  some  of  the  restrictions  which  have  kept  this  
class  of  people  out  of  the  service.”  These  restrictions  included  flat  feet  believed  
“prevalent”  among  blacks.18 The relegation of African Americans to predominately non-
combat positions did not go unnoticed by the black press.  
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 As soon as these announcements by the War Department reached the editors of 
the black press and other prominent black leaders, they began to make their reservations 
known.  One  such  writer  made  his  feelings  clear  when  he  wrote,  “To  deny  the  Negro  the  
right to enlist in any branch of the government service is an injury to his feelings. But to 
select him from all other races, or nationalities, aliens or enemies, and say to him that his 
service is wanted as volunteer only to do menial labor for his country, is an insult of the 
rankest  kind.”19 These writers felt that to place black recruits behind the lines effectively 
labeled  them  “servants  and  not  soldiers.”  They tried to argue that soldiers could provide 
labor, but only as part of their broader duties in the service.20 An entry from a white 
soldier’s  journal  illustrates  their  point. 
 Upon their arrival in France, Benjamin Nolte and other members of the 441st 
Truck Company received their first orders. Nolte recounted his first assignment in his 
diary.  He  wrote,  “Our  Company  was  one  of  the  companies  selected  to  unload  the  ship  to  
act  as  stevedores.”  After  receiving  this  order  he  thought,  “Unloading  ships,  according  to 
army  regulations  is  not  a  part  of  a  truck  company’s  duties,  but  being  American  patriots  
and soldiers, our men worked with great zeal and the good ship Malsonia was unloaded 
in  three  days  and  nights.”21 For Benjamin, unloading ships did not necessarily fall under 
his definition of military service, but his company had received an order that required his 
patriotic compliance. Designating blacks solely to labor also presented a more nuanced 
problem. 
                                                          
19 “Negroes  Again  Insulted,”  St. Louis Argus, Sept. 14, 1917 , Tuskegee Institute New Clipping 
File 1899-1966 Reel 7, Frame 377. 
20 “Military  Stevedores,”  Star of Zion, October 11, 1917, Tuskegee Institute New Clipping File 
1899-1966 Reel 7, Frame 377. 
21 Benjamin H. Nolte, My Experiences in France with the AEF, George C. Marshall Library. 
Folder B-1/F4. 
   47 
 
 Military officials feared the mixing of white and black troops would not only 
exacerbate the violence occurring across the United States, but inhibit white productivity 
as well. As Jennifer D. Keen has argued, military officials usually conceded to white 
protests whenever black troops threatened white superiority. She concludes,  “This  
pacification b[o]re consequences that transcended the parameters of this particular 
debate. For in acquiescing to these demands, the army compromised its own unilateral 
authority to set internal military policy and direct the behavior of all troops regardless of 
their  preference.”22 Keene illustrates her point by describing how the military wanted to 
place black cooks inside white regiments to help disperse the large number of black 
conscripts already called. They soon feared that white soldiers, seeing black troops doing 
work they already loathed, would convince themselves that those types of jobs should 
only go to African Americans and refuse to do them. Several justifications like these led 
Army officials to keep black troops segregated. However, the association of black 
soldiers as laborers had already penetrated the popular debate among whites in the South. 
 A writer for the The Evening Post, a white newspaper in Charleston, South 
Carolina, explained his justification for using African Americans solely in labor 
battalions, and hinted at the broader implications found in Virginia. The article entitled 
“War  Service  for  Negroes”  explained: 
The negroes drawn for service could be usefully employed in various forms of 
labor incidental to the war for which they are well fitted and in which they would 
not provoke or be provoked into dangerous antagonisms with the whites from 
which they are certain to suffer most and which will hamper the efficiency of the 
nation’s  military  undertaking.23 
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Just as Dr. Schleffelin had argued that rural life served as a much better environment for 
African Americans, where they provided an able-bodied laboring class, blacks would not 
need much training to carry out jobs that already suited their race (See Chapter 1). Again, 
whites took a paternalistic approach in arguing that keeping black soldiers out of combat 
units  would  protect  them  from  white  aggression.  In  Virginia,  the  military’s  concession  to  
white  protests  regarding  black  participation  threatened  the  “Virginia  Way.” 
 An episode during the construction of the barracks at Camp Lee illustrates the 
military’s  willingness  to  cede  to  outside  pressure,  but  also  how  this  accommodation  
threatened  Virginia’s  established  racial  status  quo.  On  October  7,  1917,  a  Major  Scott, 
Construction Quartermaster at Camp Lee, hired thirty-five black carpenters he had 
already employed while stationed at Camp Hill. Upon their arrival at the site, seventeen 
hundred white carpenters laid down their tools and refused to work until the black men 
left the camp. Fearing the strike would lead to a delay in the camps completion, the 
officers  paid  the  black  men  a  day’s  pay  and  told  them  to  leave  the  area.  Sacrificing  thirty-
five craftsmen so that work could continue made sense to the military. After the Secretary 
of the Chamber of Commerce in Petersburg learned about the affair, he brought it to the 
attention of several other prominent office holders in the state and a formal protest 
eventually made its way to the Provost Marshall General. C. R. Kelley, the Executive 
Secretary of the Virginia Council, wrote to the General:  
I am devoting a large part of my energies in bringing a good understanding 
between the races of Virginia. I have found that it is easy for me always to touch a 
responsive chord in my colored audiences. They appreciate friendliness and they 
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resent discrimination. Surely this is a bad time for the Government to tolerate at 
work under its control, such rank discrimination and such imbecile intolerance.24 
 
Virginians had worked hard to keep the flow of laborers leaving the South to a minimum, 
and with the military enforcing such blatant discrimination, white leaders in Virginia felt 
black  organizations  could  feel  compelled  to  protest.  Although  the  state’s  chronicle  could  
claim,  “this  episode is of historical interest in showing the active efforts of the Virginia 
Council  of  Defense  in  the  promotion  of  friendly  relations  between  the  races,”  these  men  
wanted to ensure protest and violence stayed at a minimum within the state.25 This 
discrimination continued to plague the camp even after its completion. 
 As black conscripts entered training facilities spread across the country, quarrels 
ultimately  ensued,  and  Virginia  faced  a  possible  crisis.  The  same  day  that  Richmond’s  
first black draftees left for camp, newspapers reported a clash between black and white 
troops stationed at Camp Mills in New York. Members of the black Fifteenth Infantry 
had fought with white military police from Alabama. 26  This occurred after members of 
the Fifteenth had fought with civilians in Spartanburg, South Carolina, a couple of weeks 
earlier.27 Knowledge of these events must have scared Virginia officials with thousands 
of white and black soldiers training in the same camps in their state, and the military 
would respond by ensuring black recruits knew their place in the army. 
 Conditions at Camp Lee and other installations in the South deteriorated quickly 
as the new black recruits realized military service did not necessarily mean fair treatment. 
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Upon their arrival at camp, The Richmond Planet had lauded the facilities in Petersburg, 
“The  barracks  are  indeed  comfortable  and  well  built.  (.  .  .)  All  buildings  are  steam  heated.  
Uncle  Sam’s  soldiers  are  well  fed  and  cared  for.”28 However, soldiers living there would 
disagree with the above statement after the war. When asked about the effects of his 
experiences in camp, Mirahm Austin, a thirty-year-old railroad laborer from Washington 
County  said,  “Mentally  I  was  in  better  shape  than  before.  Physically  I  am  not  as  strong  as 
before  I  was  exposed  and  did  hard  labor.”29 Austin,  using  the  word  “exposure,”  probably  
referred to the very harsh winter that hit Virginia that year. Officials constructing the fort 
had used the approaching winter as an excuse for letting the thirty-five black carpenters 
go because they wanted to ensure the men had warm barracks for shelter.30 Another 
recruit,  Robert  Bailey,  lamented,  “While I were in camp at Petersburg I experience a hard 
winter I were Frost Bitten both hand and feet but I stood by my post.”31 Oscar Poindexter, 
would  simply  write,  “Physically-Bad Mentally-Negligible.”32 Reflecting on his 
experience  at  Camp  Humphrey,  Virginia,  James  Willie  Smith  would  write,  “The camp 
that I was in was real bad, only camp in the U.S. had its own laws. Other men and myself 
also, often suffered with great difficulty, many died.”33 Although these men experienced 
physical discomfort, they also had to endure the mental strain of camp. 
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 Camp life did not only push these men to their physical limits, but what little 
authority some men held in rank received challenges from white soldiers, and the abuses 
these men endured affected their mental state. When a white stevedore complained to his 
lieutenant that a black sentry had prevented him from leaving Camp Hill, Virginia, his 
officer produced a weapon and took twelve other men to confront the sentry. Despite 
telling the lieutenant that he had orders not to allow anyone to leave the camp without 
authorization, something the white soldier did not have, the white officer replied,  “Damn  
the  order!  My  men  must  not  be  stopped.”34 This psychological abuse left some men 
unnerved.  James  Simms  believed  camp  experience  had,  “Left me very nervous, a 
condition that I did not experience before.”35 Not only did white soldiers try to keep black 
recruits from becoming complacent in the camp, but they also took part in ensuring racial 
stability throughout the state.  
 When racial tensions resulted in violence, troops helped state officials ensure the 
clashes ended promptly. In Hopewell, Virginia, a riot apparently broke out after a 
Spanish restaurant steward named Gomez slapped a black female cook. Her husband 
retaliated  and  the  scene  turned  into  a  “riot.”  Two  companies  of  soldiers  from  Camp  Lee  
and fifty military police from Petersburg descended on the scene and helped restore 
order.  According  to  Harrisonburg’s  Daily News-Record, “A  company  of  state  guards  
dispatched to the scene by Govenor Davis also aided in quieting the disorder which for a 
time  threatened  to  reach  dangerous  proportions.”36 Interestingly, the riot had originated 
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from the actions of an outsider. The black husband had only reacted after his wife had 
received  a  blow  from  a  “Spaniard.”  Federal  troops  stationed  nearby  helping  quell  a  race  
riot reinforced the distinct racial divide as white men restored order, leaving black men to 
fill their role as laborers.  
 The relegation of black men to labor battalions, also received a pseudo-scientific 
justification  from  the  emerging  field  of  psychology.  After  the  United  States’  entrance  into  
the war, psychologists worked with army officials on a standardized intelligence test that 
would help the military place recruits in the right positions based on their scores. As John 
Carson  has  argued,  “although  there  was  no  official  policy  concerning  the use of 
intelligence test results in the (. . .) creation of units balanced in terms of intelligence, it is 
clear from officer reports that many commanding officers relied on these results either to 
corroborate judgments already made or as a principal tool of  selection.”37 Over the course 
of  the  war,  the  Army  Surgeon  General’s  office,  under  the  direction  of  psychologist  
Robert Yerkes, would administer two tests to 1.75 million soldiers. Psychologists had 
developed two tests Army Alpha and Army Beta, in order to gauge the intelligence of 
both literate and illiterate recruits, respectively.38 Camps across the country implemented 
these exams, including Camp Lee. Carson illustrates the eventual acceptance of the test 
as a valid gauge of intelligence through the positive comments of Major General Adelbert 
Cronkhite, Commander of the 80th Division  stationed  at  Camp  Lee.  Although  Cronkhite’s  
                                                          
37 John  Carson,  “Army  Alpha,  Army  Brass,  and  the  Search  for  Army  Intelligence,”  Isis, 84 (1993) 
278-309, 304. 
38 Ibid, 281. 
   53 
 
comments only mention its validity in determining the effectiveness of officers, his 
acceptance  of  the  test  as  an  “absolute  guide,”  implies  he  accepted  its  full  implications.39 
 Examining one of the pamphlets that reported the findings of the Army Surgeon 
General’s  office  reveals  a  test  military  officials  and  psychologists  easily  interpreted  as  a  
justification to place African Americans in service battalions. Interestingly, the Army 
Mental Tests does  not  directly  use  the  words  “negro”  or  “colored”  in  its  descriptions  of  
the methodology used to perform the test, nor does the pamphlet distinguish between 
races. When describing the possible  uses  of  the  tests,  the  author  states,  “In  making  
assignments from the Depot Brigade to permanent organizations it is important to give 
each unit its proportion of superior, average and inferior men. If this matter is left to 
chance there will inevitably  be  ‘weak  links’  in  the  army  chain.”40Army officials remedied 
this  simply  by  placing  “superior”  white  officers  in  charge  of  the  all  black  service  units.  
The  test  results  placed  men  in  distinct  categories  ranked  by  an  alphabetical  grade,  “A”  
through  “D”.  Describing the differences between these two drastic levels, the 
psychologists proclaimed: 
The  immense  contrast  between  “A”  and  “D-“  intelligence  is  shown  by  the  fact  
that  men  of  “A”  intelligence  have  the  ability  to  make  a  superior  record  in  college  
or university  ,  while  “D-“  men  are  of  such  inferior  mentality  that  they  are  rarely  
able to go beyond the third or fourth grade of the elementary school, however 
long they attend.41 
 
The military psychologists illustrated their point by placing the middle fifty percent of 
scores on a graph by occupation. Laborers ranked last with a median score of just around 
a C- and Engineer Officers ranked highest with a median score in the A range. The graph 
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does not break down the scores by race, and the fact that most of the labor battalions 
consisted of black men skews the sample.42  
 Arthur E. Barbeau and Florette Henri described the work of George O. Ferguson, 
an  “authority  in  the  field  of  black  intelligence,”  in  their  seminal  study  of  black  troops  in  
the First World War. Ferguson, a psychologist from the University of Virginia, had 
conducted examinations of schoolchildren in Richmond, Newport News and 
Fredericksburg. The results of his tests showed urban children held a higher literacy rate 
than those from rural areas, and white children were more literate than blacks. When 
conducting  intelligence  tests  for  the  army,  “Ferguson’s  racial  theory  was  not  shaken  by  
the very high correlation between performance and years of schooling; what that proved, 
he claimed, was that those with  the  most  innate  ability  remained  longest  in  school.”43 The 
majority of men responding to the Virginia War History Commission did not hold more 
than a grammar school education, and many simply left that section of the questionnaire 
blank. The men conducting these tests appeared to have confused educational experience 
with ability. The findings of the intelligence tests, only reinforced the assumptions of 
military  leaders,  and  Virginians’  prominent  role  in  the  aspects  of  the  intelligence  tests  
also illustrate their willingness to find new avenues of legitimizing their racial 
understandings. 
 The majority of black recruits would go on to fill the ranks of the various labor 
battalions.  Even  units  deceptively  labeled  “engineer  battalions”  worked  in  basic  
construction or ditch digging. Petersburg alone held up to seven thousand black recruits 
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during the war.44 One newspaper reported that sixty percent of the black troops stationed 
there  volunteered  to  go  to  France  as  laborers.  The  article  proclaimed  that,  “they  were 
given an opportunity to choose between fighting at the front or working as laborers in the 
engineering  corps.”45 However, black men had limited opportunities to actually 
participate in the fighting, as states barred blacks from joining the National Guard and 
only two black combat Divisions fought in the war, the 92nd and 93rd.  Most, like Robert 
Bailey (see above) would serve in specialized service battalions, like the 511th Engineers, 
or as stevedores unloading ships at French ports like Brest. 
 The stevedores represented the bottom tier of the military, and several white 
newspapers acknowledged this, even while applauding their efforts. A white 
newspaperman  would  comment  on  the  stevedores,  “He  is  not  even  the  pride  of  his  race.  
That pride goes out to the splendidly  set  up  Negro  regiments  of  the  line,”  and  continues,  
“The  men  of  the  best  carriage  and  intelligence,  best  training  and  experience  were  shuffled  
out to be trained for the fighting line. What was left was the shuffling, grinning, happy-
go-lucky Negro  lad.”46 These men made up the stevedores, who had made a name for 
themselves by unloading ships at faster rates than their white compatriots. Not only that, 
compared with the French he made a better worker. The New York City Globe reported, 
“A  Negro  can  do  four  times  as  much  work  as  a  Frenchman  and  have  fun  while  he’s  doing  
it.  The  French  stevedores  used  to  just  stand  by  and  look  on  in  amazement.”47 Applauding 
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black American laborers to French stevedores, made up of Algerian and Senegalese men, 
allowed members of the white upper class to relish in the success of the segregated army 
and its achievements.48 Not only that, but blacks made up a small part of a much more 
modern  “American  System”  that  illustrated  the  United  States’  dominance  as  an  emerging  
superpower. 
 Although most of the black service battalions would act as stevedores, the 
American mechanization would place them above the other black laborers on the docks 
in France. A correspondent for the Omaha Nebraska Bee published a comparative piece 
about the unloading of a French vessel compared to an American one. The observer 
lamented,  “From  the  French  ship  walked  the  blacks  from  Algiers  and  the  Senegalese  
stevedores, carrying on their shoulders heavy loads, to be sure, but after all little 
compared with the  immense  cargoes  to  be  thus  handled.”49 According to the author, five 
horses carried the cargo away once it had accumulated one thousand pounds of supplies. 
However,  an  American  ship  close  by  had  its  cargo  unloaded,  by  “means  of  an  electric  
crane that dropped a three-tonned burden, every time it moved, into a three-tonned motor 
truck, which speedily rolled away with its muffler wide open and an American negro 
driver  at  the  wheel.”50 This mechanization set the country apart, and encouraged a 
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“brotherhood  of toil  for  the  war”  that  united  workers  on  the  docks  in  France  and  in  the  
factories on the home front. Unfortunately, for those in many of the labor battalions 
stationed across France, including those trained in Virginia, old-fashioned hand labor, not 
mechanization characterized their experience. 
 The 510th and 511th Engineer Battalions had a unique place in the American 
Expeditionary Force. Both of these battalions, organized at Camp Lee, reported directly 
to the Chief of Engineers in the United States and, once overseas, the commanding 
officer of the Engineers. White officers commanded the units, as blacks rarely exceeded 
the rank of corporal. These two units met the construction needs of the army and their 
individual unit histories provide a glimpse at how officials saw black troops as a way to 
disperse laborers where they needed them, while leaving the fighting up to white units. 
These battalions exemplified the black soldier that white Virginians touted.   
 The men of the 510th found themselves engaged in almost every form of 
construction and labor during the war. Even before they left for France, they helped to 
build roads and railroads around Camp Lee. Their white non-commissioned officers had 
little if any experience in engineering, and therefore the Battalion struggled from lack of 
proper oversight. Once overseas, the companies of the 510th split up after receiving 
individual orders. These individual companies helped in the construction of camps and 
hospitals, while others received orders to report for work in cement mills. According to 
an  account,  “This  work  consisted  of  sacking  and  weighing  cement  and  loading  the  same  
on trains and barges. Three shifts were used, each in charge of a sergeant and two 
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corporals, and about 600 tons of cement were sacked per  day.”51 Company C completed 
excavation and embankment work for railroads. As James Garner described it in his war 
record,  “22  Miles  of  the  Western  Front  at  Jonchery,  France  I  assisted  in  building  railroads  
through  the  dismal  swamps  under  Capt.  Maxwell.”52 Garner and the rest of the 510th 
experienced war as only a good black Virginian could: carrying a shovel while receiving 
orders from white officers.  
 The 511th consisted of over ninety per cent Virginians, and they too would 
conduct a plethora of labor-intensive operations. Like the 510th, the men of the 511th 
found themselves working in various sectors around the camp. From working in coal 
yards, incinerator and remount stations, and the various warehouses, the men of the 
Engineering Battalion received a hint of what lay in store for them in France. Most of 
their work overseas consisted of railroad construction with 4,900 standard gauge rails laid 
near Chaulny.53 A member of the 511th,  Robert  Bailey,  wrote,  “I  experience  a  hard  time  
over sea sometimes hungry.”  He  went  on  to  say,  “I  feel  so  I  have  been  in  a  dream  to  stop  
and  consider  it  that  what  I  went  through  with  it  was  nothing  but  god.”54 The black men of 
both the 510th and 511th exemplified the role military leaders had set aside for them, and 
they portrayed the characteristics of the docile laboring class white Virginians portrayed 
them  as.  These  men  had  “volunteered”  for  service  in  the  various  labor  battalions,  and  the  
                                                          
51 Publications of the Virginia War History Commission Source Vol. 5: Virginia Military 
Organizations in the World War Arthur Kyle Davis ed. (Richmond: The Executive Committee State 
Capital, 1927), 408 
52 James  Garner,  “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library  of  Virginia  Digitized  
Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us. 
53 Publications of the Virginia War History Commission Source Vol. 5: Virginia Military 
Organizations in the World War Arthur Kyle Davis ed., 409. 
54 Robert  Bailey,  “WWI  History  Commission  Questionnaire,”  Library  of  Virginia  Digitized  
Collections, www.lva.lib.va.us. 
   59 
 
rhetoric and nature of their service enabled Virginia to appear as the patriotic state that 
knew how to manage racial divisions.  
 Images circulating across the country in newspapers and magazines reinforced 
white understandings of race. One picture that encompassed white ideals of black soldiers 
appeared in several papers with varying captions. In the St. Louis Missouri Star a caption 
informed  readers  that  the  “negro  makes  the  best  fighter  because  of  his  continually  
pleasant  humor  and  good  nature,”  and  went  on  to  applaud  their  efforts  against  the  
Germans (see figure 1). The last line exclaimed,  “The  picture  shows  the  type  of  smiling  
darky (emphasis  mine)  that  is  serving  Uncle  Sam.”55 The picture had three smiling black 
laborers looking into the camera and holding a hammer, pickaxe, and shovel, 
respectively. The same day, the New York City Telegram printed the same image with 
lines  that  also  praised  African  Americans’  efforts  in  the  war,  including  two  men  who  had  
received the French Croix de Guerre for their efforts against a German raiding party.56 
The  picture  above  displayed  men  whose,  “countenances indicate[d] war ha[d] no terrors 
for  them.”57 Digging rail ditches and building roads could hardly bring terror and this 
image put forth an ideal representation of black Americans as laborers who proudly held 
their  “instruments  of  war”  proudly.     
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 However, unrest among the African American community did surface, and their 
views tended to make the Wilson administration nervous. In September of 1918, a 
hundred black soldiers stationed at Camp Alexander, in Newport News, Virginia, began 
attacking law enforcement outside of the local police station when they heard officers had 
arrested and beaten two black soldiers. The police retaliated by firing on the soldiers and 
wounding seven of them.58 Later that same month, on September 27, a document entitled 
“Status  of  Negro  Problem  at  Newport  News,”  circulated  the  White  House.  This  
investigation  of  the  situation  in  Newport  News  following  the  riot  suggested,  “The  
negroes are not telling the white man all the truth about what they think of present 
conditions, and what  they  expect  when  the  war  is  over.”59 The rest of the document 
detailed what the author believed the black population thought and why they did so in 
secret.60 The first idea mentioned took precedence, as African Americans looked to a 
democracy where they would occupy a high position. The knowledge of this came from 
conversations  apparently  overheard  on  “street  cars,  on  street  corners  and  almost  any  place  
where  two  or  three  of  them  get  together.”61 The memo went on to describe the black 
community’s  demand  for better opportunities in industry, politics, and society, with an 
emphasis on their overall mistrust of the government. A large part of their discontent 
stemmed from the belief that black soldiers received unfair treatment and discrimination. 
Blacks also held  resentment  towards  the  military  because,  “There  is  a  growing  
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dissatisfaction that so many negroes are among the stevedores and Labor Units. They 
believe that there is a deliberate attempt to put the hard and nasty side of army life on the 
negro.”62 However, the sentiments reflected in the questionnaires of Robert Maxwell 
Thomas and John Noah Williams (see chapter 1) seemed to disturb officials more than 
anything else did. The author explained: 
The most discouraging thing to me here is the fact that many ministers are 
preaching, and prominent men sent here are lecturing that the war cannot be won 
without the negroes. Time and again have they said in my hearing that the United 
States was failing, and had to call upon the negroes to win the war.63  
 
According  to  the  author,  this  “accounts  for  much  of  their  arrogance  and  furnishes  a  
reason  for  demanding  great  things  when  the  conflict  is  over.”64 These ideas directly 
conflicted  with  the  Wilson  administration’s  response  to  black  equality. 
 The Wilson administration’s  response  to  black  protests  and  demands  for  equality  
had always reflected gradual change. Speaking to a delegation from the National Race 
Congress of the United States of America at the White House on October 1, 1918, 
President Wilson made his views clear,  
Human  nature  doesn’t  make  giant  strides  in  a  single  generation.  It  is  not  as  careful  
of our faults as we would wish that it were, and I have a very modest estimate of 
my own power to hasten the process, but you may be sure that everything that I 
can do will be accomplished, and I thank you very much for your audience and 
wish you Godspeed.65 
 
Despite his pledge, the President already felt quite resigned towards the African 
American community. He had responded to a request to receive a group of black editors 
by  explaining  his  interactions  with  other  black  groups,  “I  am  under  the  impression  that  
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they have gone away dissatisfied. I have never had an opportunity actually to do what I 
promised  them  you  would  see  an  opportunity  to  do.”66 The White House did have a 
prominent black advisor, but his influence only went so far. 
 Emmett J. Scott received his appointment as Special Assistant to the Secretary of 
War  on  October  5,  1917.  Scott  had  worked  as  Booker  T.  Washington’s  secretary  and  his  
moderate stance on the current debates made him a perfect candidate. His expansive 
position meant he worked on almost every issue that dealt with African Americans and 
the war. From suspected German plots to entice open black rebellion to hearing cases 
involving discrimination. According  to  Chad  Williams,  “[h]is  role  in  the  War  department,  
however, remained largely symbolic and was used by the government to boost the fragile 
patriotic  spirits  of  African  Americans.”67 The Richmond Planet acknowledged his role as 
an  emissary,  “Mr.  Scott’s  attitude  is  frankly  that  he  is  not  in  the  Department  to  explain  
the  administration  to  the  Negro  but  instead  to  explain  the  Negro  to  the  administration.”68 
Scott’s  position  reflected  the  administration’s  acceptance  of  the  Hampton  model.     
 As the war came to a close, soldiers received encouragement to reenter American 
society quietly. Speaking to a group of soldiers near the end of the war, Robert R. Moton, 
principal of the Tuskegee Institute, advised his audience to find a place in American 
society as quickly as possible: 
If I were you, I would find a job as soon as possible and get to work. To those 
who have not already done so I would suggest that you get hold of a piece of land 
and a home as soon as possible, and marry and settle down. Save your money, and 
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put it into something tangible. I hope no one will do anything in peace to spoil the 
magnificent record you have made in the war.69  
 
Moton,  fearful  that  the  actions  of  a  small  group  would  tarnish  African  Americans’  war  
record wanted them to integrate into the American dream, but not necessarily aspire to 
winning the fight against desegregation immediately.70 These men would return to the 
United States to find economic hardship, but also opportunities to actively engage in 
political and economic discourse.  
 Black Virginians found their military service defined before they even filled out 
their  draft  cards.  Asked  to  “volunteer”  for  labor  battalions,  African  Americans  living  in  
Virginia had little choice as they left for Fort Lee and other encampments. Despite 
reports to the contrary, Virginia did witness racial clashes during the war, and all three 
involved the military in some capacity. However, African American newspaper editors 
and leaders pleaded with the black community to allow white supporters and proponents 
of  the  “Hampton  School”  to  work  such  disagreements  out.  This  uneasy  relationship,  built  
and  carried  out  by  Virginia’s  white  elite,  would  also  receive  threats  from  the  military,  as  
white demands for entitlement left politicians fearful that such blatant discrimination 
would arouse black activism. As the troops returned home, they faced a slowing 
economic market that preferred white workers. These men would not sit idle, however, as 
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they  worked  with  veterans’  organizations  and  participated  in  larger protests to secure 
employment and benefits.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3 
“The  War  is over, the Struggle Continues”   
After the war ended, veterans came home to the United States with high 
expectations. Their service abroad had invigorated them to demand full citizenship. 
Adriane Lentz-Smith has chronicled the individual tales of several veterans who defied 
the Jim Crow laws in place through either physical confrontation or political 
participation. Both Chad Williams and Mark Whalan have described the role literary and 
artistic portrayals by black intellectuals and veterans played in helping to enshrine their 
experiences after the war. These chronicles and personal struggles helped ensure that 
blacks’  participation  in the war did not go unrecorded. However, thousands of black men 
in Virginia and across the country promoted black equality and ensured their legacy in 
more subtle ways. Through participation in locally segregated chapters of the American 
Legion  and  other  veterans’  organization,  these  men  became prominent figures in their 
community  while  actively  promoting  veterans’  issues.  Black  veterans  understood  the  
importance of physical monuments, including gravestones, which would stand as 
reminders of their struggles far longer than they would. Written histories provided an 
account of their war records, but newspaper editors and others also wanted to place these 
men  into  a  much  longer  narrative  of  African  American  participation  in  the  nation’s  
struggles.  
Historians have looked to World War I as a transformative time in which African 
Americans  utilized  the  Federal  Government’s  regulatory  control  of  particular  industries  
to demand certain rights. Through agencies like the U.S. Railroad Administration 
(USRA), the government set standard wages and work hours for all railroad employees. 
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Black organizations protested unequal treatment in the workplace and won several 
initiatives,  citing  the  USRA’s  directives.  However,  African  Americans  of  the  period  also  
witnessed the removal of these regulations, and, as Eric  Arnesen  has  noted,  “the  sense  of  
new possibilities for the labor movement and for many working-class African Americans 
had  been  crushed.”1 The national black organizations of the time also saw drastic 
increases in membership, but these organizations, such as the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), soon became overwhelmed with the 
requests received from local branches for help.2 By the end of this short period, threats of 
white violence, along with legal action, closed many of the local branches in the South.3 
Even though these national organizations had lost their prominence and black labor faced 
discrimination, the African American community found ways to voice their protest 
through  veteran’s  organizations  and  the  use  of  public memory of the war. 
 Right after the United States declared war on Germany; black newspaper editors 
wrote  columns  praising  black  troops’  participation  in  previous  American  conflicts.  The 
Richmond Planet published a letter to the editor on its front page eight days after the 
declaration  of  war  that  proudly  declared,  “Every  student  of  American  history  is  cognizant  
of the fact that the splendid record of Negro soldiers in the wars of this Republic, 
demonstrated beyond all reasonable doubt, just what the Negro race is willing to do in the 
defense  of  the  honor  and  integrity  of  the  United  States.”4 During the next two decades, 
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   67 
 
black  newspapers  would  continue  to  refer  to  African  Americans’  involvement  in  previous  
conflicts in order to promote black pride and nationalism. Through influencing public 
memory, these newspapers wanted to acknowledge the greater movement of Pan-
Africanism.  
Many scholars have investigated the ways in which black intellectuals of the time 
used the war to protest discrimination and promote Black Nationalism, but these works 
ignore how  they also tried to fit the recent conflict into a larger narrative. Throughout the 
twenties, stories of black heroes allowed African Americans to mold a new public 
memory in which black individuals led white armies and helped free nations from 
oppressive  rule.  One  article,  entitled,  “The  Black  General  Who  Routed  Spain’s  Armies,”  
retold the story of Antonio Maceo, the Latin American freedom fighter. This man, 
described  as  “three-fourths black and one-fourth white,”  helped  to  lead  Cuban  armies  
against  the  Spanish,  defeating  a  prominent  general.  Most  important,  his  armies  “were  
fighting for equality with their white and near-white fellow Cubans. After they had 
helped Cuba win her freedom, they themselves had to fight white and near-white Cubans 
for  their  own.”5 Describing the exploits of black soldiers from other countries allowed 
these editors to expand the extent to which blacks had influenced world events and fit 
African Americans into this larger narrative. 
History could also be used to inspire action. In 1926, a Civil War veteran, Charles 
Garner, spoke to the Norfolk Emancipation Association about his experiences during the 
Civil War. After explaining to his audience the details concerning a wound he had 
received, he went on to relate several stories from battles where black troops had 
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participated and had gained acclaim from Northern and Southern officers. However, near 
the  end  of  his  speech,  Mr.  Garner  appealed  to  the  crowd,  “to  so  conduct  themselves  and  
so use each opportunity that those who died in the struggle shall not have died in vain. 
Let  every  act  prove  that  those  who  died,  died  for  a  holy  cause.”6 When black veterans of 
America’s  latest  war  read  articles  or  went  to  events  like  those  listed  above,  they 
understood the importance of public memory, but the Civil War had already played a role 
in inspiring black troops to join the fight. 
Memories  of  the  Civil  War  contributed  to  at  least  a  couple  of  black  Virginians’  
service. George Parrish wrote the Virginia War History Commission a letter to 
accompany his questionnaire. In his letter, Parrish hoped he had answered the questions 
correctly,  but  he  also  wrote,  “my  grandfather  use  to  tell  me  of  the  Civil  War  and  it  was  
very interesting so I have children growing up myself and I did not want to be a slacker I 
wanted  to  be  able  to  say  something  about  [it]  to  my  children.”7 When filling out his form, 
Garland  Leonard  Mackey  made  sure  the  Commission  knew  his,  “father  [William  Henry  
Mackey] was cook and orderly for Gen  William  Mahone  of  the  Confederate  Army.”8 For 
Garland  Mackey,  the  commission  not  only  allowed  him  to  tell  his  story,  but  his  father’s  
as well. Unfortunately, others would have to write the commission for other reasons. 
Otis  P.  Robinson’s  sister,  Carrie Harris, wrote the commission to receive some 
answers  about  her  brother’s  experience,  and  to  ensure  his  service  received  recognition.  
Harris  wrote,  “as  far  as  I  know  he  was  sick  when  he  aboard  ship  I  do  not  know  what  ship  
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he  travel  on.”9 She also hand copied the last letter Otis had written her when he knew he 
would not live much longer (see figure 2). At the top, she drew an outline of the 
American shield and wrote an epitaph: 
In Memory of  
Private Otis P. Robinson  
Co. B, 545 Infantry  
U.S. Army  
Born Mar. 2, 1890 
Gave his life 
Oct. 15, 1918 
In defense of  
Liberty. 
 
Otis’s  last  letter  reflects  a  man  who  knows  he  will  not  see  his  sister  again  and  wants  to  
say  his  goodbyes.  Harris  told  the  commission,  “if  you  see  fit  to  use  the  other  side  [his  
letter and epitaph]  for,  history  I  would  very  glad.”10 For Harris, including these 
sentiments, along with a poem she wrote, held more importance than simply holding 
them for herself. The Commission allowed her to make her feelings about her brother 
known. Another woman would also write the commission, but with a more desperate 
tone. 
  Edna Williams, the wife of Joe Williams, wrote the commission to explain her 
husband’s  death  and  her  lack  of  support  after  the  war.  Joe  had  worked  as  a  common  
laborer in Portsmouth, Virginia before reporting to Camp Humphreys, Virginia. There he 
developed  epilepsy  and  eventually  “went  insane”  and  spend  the  rest  of  his  short  life  in  
Crownsville State Hospital. Edna had received compensation while her husband had 
served in the army and received treatment in the various hospitals, but, according to her, 
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“Compensation  was  cancelled  after  his  death.  I  put  in  my  claim  but  received  a  letter  from  
Washington saying his death was not connected with that Bureau so therefore I was not 
entitled to any compensation.”11 Edna possibly believed her writing would reach the right 
officials and she could receive financial support. By 1930 Edna had relocated to 
Greenwich, Connecticut and worked for a family as a servant.12 These letters reflect the 
importance history held for African American soldiers and their families, and the 
importance the commission had in providing an outlet for their stories. For newspapers 
the importance of the war and its place in history would only expand as European nations 
started to dedicate memorials to their black soldiers. 
One article in the Norfolk Journal and Guide covered the dedication of a 
monument in Rheims, France, after the war that honored black French troops. The writer 
of the article reported a French General Achinard as saying,  “Our  sharpshooters  fought  
well for France, because she treats them with humanity and justice, on the same footing 
with  her  other  children.”13 Another  article  from  the  same  paper  decried,  “While  France  
dedicates a monument at Rheims to her black heroes, biased American historians busy 
themselves  defaming  the  valor  of  Negro  men  who  fought  under  the  Stars  and  Stripes.”14 
Several prominent black intellectuals, including W.E.B. Du Bois, would try to produce an 
official history of black participation in the war, but as Chad Williams has pointed out, 
most  histories  did  not  provide  a  complete  or  thorough  account  of  black  troops’  
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experience.15 For the majority of these soldiers, true recognition came in the form of 
stone and marble monuments. 
The 369th Regiment from New York received a memorial in 1924. The state 
dedicated  an  armory  that  year  in  honor  of  the  regiment’s  gallant  deeds  during  the  war.  As  
one  article  reported,  “the  building  will  become  a  sort  of  shrine  where  visitors  to  New  
York may be reminded of the heroism  of  the  Negro  Soldiers  in  the  World  War.”16 Other 
states  would  follow  New  York’s  lead  in  acknowledging  their  black  troops  with  
memorials,  but  federal  acknowledgement  of  black  soldiers’  roles  in  the  war  would  take  
time.  
A year later, in 1925, the National Memorial Association, created in order to get 
legislation  passed  that  would  recognize  black  actions  in  each  of  America’s  wars,  
presented a bill sponsored by Indiana Representative Will R. Wood. This bill requested 
Congress to acknowledge the actions of black citizens, like Dorothy Gannett, who had 
disguised herself while serving as a man with Revolutionary troops. Not limiting 
distinction to deceased black veterans, it would also acknowledge troops who had 
“received  special  honor  from  the  French  nation  as  they  passed  through  Brest”  during  the  
last war.17 Despite their efforts, African Americans would have to wait until a national 
committee took action before receiving full recognition. Until then, debates over the use 
of black troops and its racial implications would continue.  
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While African Americans applauded the exploits of French colonial troops and 
American troops who had served under French command, many within Congress feared 
Europe’s  use  of  black  troops  would  threaten  white  supremacy  at  home.  Senator Gilbert 
Hitchcock, a Democrat from Nebraska, denounced the French quartering of black troops 
in occupied Germany as late as 1922, and when a black soldier in the Senate gallery tried 
to  protest  Hitchcock’s  remarks  the  Senators  had  the  veteran  removed.  The Norfolk 
Journal and Guide reported, that upon the request of another Democratic Senator to 
remove  the  young  man  Pennsylvania’s  Senator  David  A.  Reed  replied,  “If  it  gratifies  the  
Senator, he may know that the man has been removed, and the Senator may have the 
satisfaction of having driven from the gallery a man who was wounded in the service of 
his  country.”18 Reed, himself, would play a pivotal role in the debate over how to honor 
black troops who fought in France. 
 On June 24, 1927, Congressman Hamilton Fish Jr., who had commanded black 
troops during the war, gave a speech at an NAACP meeting in Indianapolis. In his 
address, Fish argued the importance permanent memorials had in projecting the ideals of 
the Republic, and those ideals included recognition of black rights. He described his 
attempt to pass a bill appropriating $30,000 dollars to erect a monument commemorating 
four black regiments in Sechault, France. These four regiments had made up the 93rd 
Division, which Fish had served with during the war. Fish accused Senator Reed as the 
cause of its defeat. He went on to point out the injustice done to the black troops and the 
African American population: 
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Although my Bill only calls for an appropriation of $30,000 it is by far the most 
important piece of legislation affecting the colored people that was considered in 
the last Congress as its passage would have been a complete refutation of the 
charges made by General Bullard against the Negro Soldier. The erection of such 
a war memorial by Act of Congress would carry a message to the Negro race that 
there is no discrimination for the soldiers who wear the uniform of the United 
States.19  
 
Senator Fish referred to General Robert Lee Bullard, whose public comments had 
denounced the use of black soldiers. After  the  war,  Bullard  declared,  “no  man  could  be  
responsible  for  the  acts  of  these  Negroes  toward  French  women.”20 Fish also pointed out 
that over a dozen monuments in France commemorated white soldiers, but no memorial 
existed for the black troops who had fought in the same sector. This statement; however, 
did not reflect the total truth.  
 An individual monument for the members of the 372nd regiment already existed in 
France. On October 25, 1920, the French dedicated a stone obelisk to the fallen members 
of the regiment. Organized in Newport News, Virginia, by combining several black 
National Guard units from across the country, the 372nd had served under French 
command as part of the 93rdDivision. The regiment had fought with distinction in the 
Ardennes forest. Before leaving France, the members of the 372nd gathered contributions 
and gave their French commanders a fund to erect a memorial for their fallen brethren.21 
This memorial had gone up near the battlefield, and although it did recognize the actions 
of a black unit, it only represented the fallen soldiers of a single unit and not the actions 
of the entire Division. 
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 The original bill proposed by Senator Fish described the power monuments had in 
teaching values and inspiring patriotism. The bill proclaimed,  “The  erection  of  the  
proposed monument would be a wonderful inspiration not only of these 400,000 colored 
soldiers but to the entire Negro race in America, amounting to 12,000,000 people, who 
contributed their blood and their treasure to help win the war.”  22 Monuments did not 
only teach morals to the current generations, but they also held a permanent place on the 
public’s  memorial  landscape.  These  memorials  could,  “be  a  constant  source  of  inspiration  
for future service to their country both in times of peace  and  war.”23 Black participation 
in other American wars had played a role in inspiring many to volunteer for the A.E.F., 
and veterans wanted to ensure their place among the stone and paper memorials.   
 Senator Fish feared the memory of black participation in World War I would not 
survive without a permanent monument that could remind the public of their deeds. 
During a meeting of the Committee on Foreign Affairs, Mr. Fish made his fear known,  
I do not believe the members of this committee knew until this hearing or the 
hearing last year that we had three American regiments who happened in this case 
to be colored, who were attached to the French Army, under French 
Administration, given French equipment, eating French food, and that served for 
six months in the front line and had tremendous casualties.24  
  
Representative Cyrenus Cole of Iowa confirmed those fears when he asked if the only 
African American troops in France consisted of the Ninety-third Division. Mr. Fish 
informed him that altogether 200,000 black troops went to France and of those, 40,000 
had consisted of combat troops. Major Fish also noted that many black labor battalions 
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also went to France.25 Although these labor battalions had helped unload the arms and 
equipment at ports like Brest and St. Nazarene, their role did not constitute an exceptional 
case and no monument would commemorate their presence.  
 The committee heard testimony from Pennsylvania Senator David A. Reed, a 
member of the American Battle Monuments Commission. Senator Reed made it clear 
that pragmatism and cost efficiency had played a major factor in how the monuments 
would  go  up  across  France.  Reed  explained  in  full  detail  that,  “unless  there  was  a  very 
extraordinary circumstance, we should not build a monument to an operation conducted 
by less than a division, and if there were two or three divisions acting together we should 
erect one memorial at some place in their fighting zone which would commemorate the 
activities  of  all  of  them.”26 He  justified  the  Commission’s  findings  by  pointing  out  that  
the 93rd division represented a unique case because its four regiments never fought 
together and making an exception for one regiment would open up a precedent in which 
other regiments could call for their own special memorial.27 Mr. Fish answered this 
argument by stating that only two other regiments, the Sixth and Eleventh Engineers, had 
seen fighting and experienced casualties that would make them possible exceptions and 
so  the  “precedent”  argument  held  little  weight.28 Fish also explained that the idea of 
grouping divisions together on a single monument posed problems: 
The monument you want to put up is in another sector, both monuments about 10 
miles from where we fought, one monument for a division in one week, and 
another for a division in a couple of weeks. They were given those monuments 
and we are shifted over to their monument although we had comparatively bigger 
casualties than any of those troops, and do not come under another monument. 
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That is the fact, we are left out. You are putting us in a battlefield where we did 
not participate and did not even know American troops were there.29 
 
He also pointed out that American troops that had fought under the British and the 
Belgians  had  received  their  own  monuments,  and  ultimately,  “If  I  were  to  go  back  there,  
or any white officer of the regiment, or colored soldier, there would be no monument set 
up to them and these other American troops have two or three monuments.”30 Location 
mattered just as much as recognition. The landscape in which the men had fought on, 
where people could stand and remember their deeds, could not go unmarked.  
 During his testimony, Senator Reed alluded to the 92nd Division, which had 
served under American command. While praising the three regiments of the 93rd 
Division, he made a comparison with the 92nd’s  performance  indirectly,  “There  was  
another Negro division over there- I do not need to name it; Mr. Fish knows which one it 
is, but that is a different case. Their service was not too credible, but these three 
regiments  fought  well  and  deserve  recognition.”31  However, as historian Chad L. 
Williams has argued, black soldiers of the 92nd received harassment from their officers 
who had created  a  smear  campaign  to  spread  rumors  of  black  soldiers’  preoccupation  
with  French  women.  Despite  W.  E.  B.  Du  Bois’  efforts  to  denounce  these  claims,  “race  
prejudice  and  incompetence  and  neglect  on  the  part  of  the  regiment’s  white  
commanders,”  ensured  the  division’s  reputation  suffered.32 As a former private of the 
92nd Division, Eugene Houston, responded when asked about what the effects his 
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overseas  experience  had  on  him,  he  simply  noted,  “Bad  in  all  respects.”33 Thier poor 
performance had led many to use them as an example of black inferiority on the 
battlefield. Pierpont Stackpole, working as an aide-de-camp to General Hunter Ligget at 
his headquarters in France recorded in his diary: 
The coons of the 92nd having demonstrated that they are quite as much alarmed by 
their  own  artillery  and  machine  gun  fire  as  by  the  enemy’s  and  don’t  and  can’t  
move any way but south, are on road work, where they can enjoy the 
entertainment of passing traffic and lift a pick now and then to pass the time 
away.34 
 
This  Division’s  performance, stemming from poor leadership and training, reinforced 
white ideas of black soldiers as laborers, and their service would not receive possible 
recognition. 
  Major X. H. Price, another member of the American Battle Monuments 
Commission, acknowledged the Commission had made an exception to a decree the 
French Government had enacted on November 18, 1922 where no memorial could be 
erected  for  any  “unit  smaller  than  a  division.”35 The Commission had adopted this decree 
in order to come in under budget, but also to make the monuments accessible by road. 
The Commission had observed that smaller memorials placed at the exact location where 
a unit had engaged in battle made it hard for visitors to see because many resided on 
muddy open fields or at inaccessible  locations.  Price  also  noted  that,  “To  carry  out  our  
general rule about nothing smaller than divisions, the only way the commission felt they 
could name them was to write the words Ninety-third Division, and in parentheses the 
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name  of  the  regiment”  and  that,  “It  is  the  only  case  we  have  where  the  name  of  any  
regiment  of  combat  troops  will  appear  on  the  monument.”  36 Mr. Fish also acknowledged 
the need to adhere to the Division rule when he stated that the 370th regiment had fought 
a hundred miles away,  but  “It  was  included  in  the  bill  last  year,  because  they  were  a  part  
of the division, and in order to overcome this technical question about a division I put 
that  other  regiment  in.”37 Working within the parameters set both by the French and by 
the U.S. Commissions, Fish felt confident that the regiments would merit their own 
separate  monument.  However,  limited  funds,  the  Commission’s  divisional  requirement,  
and fears of further requests from other regiments won out. Ultimately, the debate came 
down to the wording that would end up inscribed on the monument. Major Price told the 
committee that the commission had yet to decide on the wording, but it would most likely 
contain  a  simple  phrase.  In  response,  Representative  Cooper  worried,  “A  person  reading  
that would say those were white troops with the American Army, etc.: he would not 
imagine they were troops attached to the French Army and through the war with them. 
That  is  the  point.”38 The committee meeting ended without any resolution on the topic 
and the bill  passed  the  House  vote,  but  eventually  died  leading  to  Fish’s  comments  to  the  
NAACP in Indianapolis.   
 During the congressional committee meeting, however, Representatives inquired 
over the cemeteries located in France and Mr. Reed applauded the Commission’s  efforts.  
Forbidden from erecting private monuments within the cemetery grounds, loved ones 
would see only a simple headstone with the soldiers name, rank, organization, and state. 
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Reed  felt  when,  “[y]ou  come  upon  generals  and  colonels  and  privates  buried  together,”  
the  effect,  “[made]  for  a  truer  spirit  of  democracy.”  39 However, Senator Reed did not 
mention, possibly from ignorance, that more that 6,000 black troops had buried the 
soldiers in these places of remembrance. Leonard Pitts, who served with the 341st Service 
Battalion,  stated,  “I did not participate in the fighting but removed the dead within a 
radius of 50 miles; in the State of Meuse and buried them (25000) in the Remauge 
Cemetary.”40 As  historian  Mark  Whalan  has  argued,  “the  job  of  collecting badly 
decomposed remains in the heat of the summer of 1919 while subsisting on often 
inadequate rations attest more realistically to the place of African American soldiers in 
the  business  of  memorialization.”41 Like the stevedores at French ports, these men had 
also performed a necessary duty. Their contribution would not end up carved in stone.   
 The mothers of the fallen African American soldiers would soon face a battle of 
their  own  as  Gold  Star  mothers  fought  for  the  chance  to  visit  their  sons’  graves in France. 
Organizations like the Gold Star Association and the Gold Star Mothers petitioned 
Congress to pay for a trip to allow such a pilgrimage to occur. When the groups finally 
won their appeal in May of 1930, controversy soon arose after black mothers arrived in 
New York to take part in the trip. Instead of the comfortable hotels the white mothers 
enjoyed, the black Gold Star Mothers were quartered in the local YWCA and crossed the 
Atlantic on freighter-passenger ships. The trials and experiences of the black Gold Star 
mothers have received increased scholarly attention and the details of their trip can be 
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found elsewhere.42 However, this episode illustrates the importance permanent 
memorials,  such  as  gravestones;;  played  in  the  public’s  efforts  to  honor their war dead. 
The discrimination faced by black Gold Star mothers and other events would spur black 
veteran’s  organizations  to  protest. 
George Halstead, of Norfolk, Virginia, joined such an organization and eventually 
became its Supreme Vice Commander. A member of the 93rd Division, Halstead had 
received a victory medal associated with the Oise-Ainse offensive. Upon request for a 
battle clasp for the Meuse-Argonne offensive, Adjutant General P. C. Harris informed 
him that his records indicated that his regiment did serve in the sector, but had not taken 
part in the actual offensive.43 Halstead did receive a Medal for Democracy, Liberty, and 
Justice from the City of Norfolk in July of 1919 and he continued to serve the African 
American community through his  actions  at  veterans’  Post  No.  1076.  He  spoke  to  
women’s  organizations  and  his  group  traveled  to  the  Grand  National  encampment  held  in  
Atlantic City, New Jersey. These organizations would prove pivotal in the next major 
episode to affect the lives of World War I veterans.  
 Former  soldiers  had  joined  veterans’  associations  early  after  the  war  and  they  
provided a place for these men to trade stories, raise money for events, and speak to other 
organizations about their experiences. As early as 1922, ex-servicemen came together in 
order to join forces and form the Negro American Veterans of the World War. During 
their first national meeting in Washington, D.C., a hundred men came together and 
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adopted  a  motion  that  abolished  rank.  This  kept  any  previous  “friction  or  petty  jealousy”  
from interfering with their goals. Speaking at the event, Dr. T. E. Jones, former captain in 
the  Medical  Corps  alluded  to  the  reasons  for  such  an  organization’s  creation.  The  group,  
according  to  Dr.  Jones,  “[was]  the  inevitable  outgrowth of the discrimination that has 
been practiced everywhere against the Negro veteran, especially has this discrimination 
been  most  rampart  in  the  South  in  the  treatment  of  suffering  and  disabled  men.”44 Such 
discrimination would lead members of the segregated American Legion to protest the 
Gold  Star  Mother’s  treatment. 
 After the Gold Star Mothers had returned home, the American Legion held its 
twelfth annual convention in Washington, D.C. Elisha E. Almond, Commander of James 
Reese Europe Post Number 5, introduced a resolution that directly criticized Secretary of 
War Patrick Hurley for discriminating against the Gold Star Mothers. Many white 
veterans supported the cause, but others demanded the black veterans withdraw the 
resolution or risk splitting the legion. Debate raged on, with Commander Almond making 
a  speech  declaring  discrimination  by  the  government,  “giving  the  Communists  meat  to  
feed  on,”  while  Forest  F.  Barti,  Commander  of  Lafayette  Post  number  9  replied,  “let  the  
Negro  go  communist.”45 Eventually, a second less aggressive resolution made it to a vote 
where it lost 57 to 37. The fact that the resolution had come to the floor demonstrates the 
importance these groups held in providing a forum for such debate, despite its defeat.  
 The American Legion also promoted economic issues as the country fell deeper 
into the Depression of the 1930s. In February of 1932, the American Legion of Norfolk 
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launched a drive to find jobs for the unemployed. The editors of the Norfolk Journal and 
Guide wanted to remind  the  Legion,  “the  business  or  social  service  of  finding  jobs  for  
men- for white men- has been carried on by removing colored men from jobs and putting 
white  men  in  their  places.”46 They  continued  to  point  out,  “that  in  making  jobs,  
employers do not merely displace one group of workers for another- always to the hurt 
and  further  depletion  of  the  diminishing  ranks  of  the  Negro  employed.”47 The segregated 
legion appeared to have forgotten that a large proportion of its members made up a class 
that had suffered much harsher economic conditions before the beginning of the 
Depression and their plight had only worsened. 
The Great Depression took its toll on the country, and many veterans found 
themselves without jobs or barely making ends meet. Those employed in arms and 
defense sectors had already experienced their work opportunities diminish as the country 
converted back to a peacetime economy. Before entering the service in May of 1917, 
Vernon Smith worked for the Norfolk Navy Yard where his occupation as a ship fitter 
helper enabled him to rent a place in Portsmouth, Virginia. Smith served with the 369th 
Infantry Regiment under the 93rd Division. As a member of the 93rd Division Smith had 
seen combat in both the Argonne and Champagne offensives. He was discharged from 
the  army  as  a  corporal  and  returned  to  his  job  as  a  “ship  fitter  helper.”  Reflecting  on  his  
experience,  Smith  told  the  War  History  Commission,  “My attitude was to fight for 
democracy, because I felt like we did not want any Hun. That every man should have his 
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right.”48 By 1930, however, the Navy no longer needed the large scale manufacture of 
ships  it  needed  during  the  war  and  Smith  ultimately  ended  up  moving  back  to  his  father’s  
farm where he helped out as a laborer.49 Another  one  of  Smith’s  colleagues  in the 369th 
faced the same fate as he also came back from France with no job prospects available. He 
had also worked as a ship fitter helper before leaving for France, but listed his occupation 
as General Laborer on the 1920 census. He and his wife Nellie lived with her parents.50 
For many, the army had actually hurt, rather than helped, their job prospects. 
Arthur  Ross  argued  in  1940  that  “the  displacement  of  Negro  workers  occurred  
primarily  in  the  ‘Negro  jobs’  and  not  very  prominently  in  the  new  industrial occupations 
held  since  the  war.”51 These jobs included, waiters, porters, and house servants. Anthony 
Webster Smith, who, after being drafted in April 1918, had served with an artillery 
regiment  during  the  war,  seems  to  fit  Ross’s  argument.  Before  the  War Smith had worked 
as a gardener, but as of March 1921 he listed his occupation as a butler.52 Unfortunately, 
for Smith, by 1930 he had taken a job as a laborer in an iron foundry, where he provided 
the sole source of income for his wife, son and his sister in-law. Interestingly, the census 
form  has  a  “No”  marked  under  veteran  status.53 Smith had gone to France, but his war 
record does not list any engagements. Did Smith feel this disqualified him from marking 
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“Yes”  on  the  form,  or  did  the  census  magistrates  answer the question for him? Either 
way, the plight of both black and white veterans had reached a breaking point by the 
beginning of the 1930s. 
When Herbert Hoover came into office in 1929, his administration took certain 
measures that led to an uproar among the black population in the country. One such 
incident involved the army, where the all black 10th Cavalry received much more drastic 
budget and service cuts than other white units. In a move to reduce the budget, the War 
Department had decided to turn the unit into a service regiment, and they also reduced 
promotions and placed restrictions on the number of black officers.54 Although many 
black organizations, including the NAACP, reacted to the blatant discrimination, and an 
investigation did occur, no reversal  in  the  War  Department’s  plans  took  place.  Roscoe  
Simmons, a well-known orator from the west spoke on behalf of one hundred and fifty 
African Americans who traveled to Washington in hopes of getting President Hoover to 
respond to allegations that the Republican Party had abandoned them. During his speech, 
Simmons  implored  the  President  to  give  them  an  answer  that  would  ensure  “eternal  
liberty”  and  something  that  would  “stir  them  [the  black  community].”  Hoover  simply  
thanked them for the presentation and provided them with a brief summary of the 
Republican platform that would continue to support black rights. The article that 
recounted the events provided a brief summary of how African Americans viewed the 
Republican  platform.  This  included  the  “[e]ntire elimination of Negroes from 
participation in party councils in the South . . .[c]ontinuation of discrimination against 
colored in applications for the civil service [and]. . . [r]efusal to employ Negro labor on 
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the tremendous government Boulder Dam project  in  Nevada.”55 The article also 
mentioned the discrimination against black gold star mothers, the reduction of the 10th 
Cavalry, and the dispersal of the Bonus Expeditionary Force that had marched on 
Washington  to  demand  the  payment  of  the  veterans’  benefits.  
Veterans faced the same dilemma that ex-slaves encountered on the issue of 
compensation. On October 30, 1931, Sol Harper, a veteran from New York, came to 
Washington  representing  the  Worker’s  Ex-service  Men’s  League.  He  spoke  with  
President Hoover and pleaded with him to provide government relief for veterans.56 The 
largest demand concerning veterans regarded the money granted them under the World 
War Adjusted Compensation Act. This act set up a fund that would enable veterans to 
receive short term and long-term payments depending on eligibility and a payment of the 
entire sum when it matured in 1945. By 1931, new legislation allowed veterans to take 
out loans at fifty percent of face value of their certificates, but at a high interest rate of 4.5 
percent. As the writers of The Bonus Army: An American Epic have  pointed  out,  “No  
veteran who needed the money in loan form could conceive of being able to pay the loan 
back. Payments on the loan were deducted from the remainder of their bonuses. By 1945 
the cumulative interest would have entirely consumed the other half of their expected 
funds.”57 At the same time Congress contemplated granting immediate payment of the 
veteran’s  bonus,  an  amount  estimated  at  around  two  billion  dollars,  a  House  Committee  
had received a proposal for a bill that would provide a $30 a month stipend to 100,000 
ex-slaves. This bill would cost the government around $36 million over a ten-year period. 
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One in a long line of propositions offered in order to compensate ex-slaves, the bill never 
received  serious  attention.  However,  according  to  one  writer  of  the  time,  “If  Congress  can  
even contemplate the passage of a two billion dollar soldier bonus, it cannot in justice 
escape  giving  serious  consideration  to  Congressman  DePriest’s  bill,  the costs of which 
are negligible compared to the soldier bonus and appropriations to protect the interests of 
the  wealthy  classes.”58 The veterans faced the same fate as the ex-slaves.  
When thousands of veterans started to show up in Washington and make a home 
for themselves in Anacostia Flats, African Americans joined them. Some newspapers 
estimated that between two and three thousand black veterans had come to Washington to 
join some twelve thousand of their white comrades.59 Signs of discrimination seemed 
absent for the most part among the veterans, as Roy Wilkins the assistant secretary of the 
NAACP  declared,  “The  various  tasks  at  the  camp  are  shared  equally  by  white  and  
Negroes, both volunteering their services, Negroes and whites eat together at the same 
time,  with  absolutely  no  Jim  Crow.”60 Black newspapers seemed in awe of the lack of 
racial discrimination in the camps. Many white officials viewed the integration of white 
and black veterans as a threat. Brigiadier General George Van Horn Moseley member of 
the  U.S.  Army’s  Military  Intelligence  Division,  viewed  such  intermingling  as  “living  
proof  that  ‘Negro  and  Jewish’  Communists  were  planning  a  revolution.”61 Black 
newspapers  noticed  the  government’s  fear  when  they  ran  a  story  entitled,  “Try  to  Connect  
Reds  with  Veterans  in  Washington.”  The  article  related  an  incident  involving  William  
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Powell, organizer for the League of Struggle for Negro Rights, a communist-backed 
organization. Apparently, two government agents came up to Powell and forced him to 
their headquarters  where  they  asked  about  his  association  with  the  veterans’  movement.  
After he responded that his group had no connection with the ex-soldiers they let him 
go.62 However,  these  accusations  that  communists  had  infiltrated  and  controlled  veterans’  
organizations would continue. 
White newspapers also tended to bias their coverage toward white superiority. 
One story that appeared in the Washington Post described how Charles Hession, a white 
veteran of the Navy and member of the bonus army helped subdue two black men 
wrestling over a gun during an altercation regarding gambling.63 Another story printed in 
Danville, Virginia, a year before the bonus march occurred detailed an assault on Walter 
Chandler,  a  black  man  who  had  cashed  his  soldier’s  bonus,  and,  while on his way home, 
received a blow to the head and woke up to find $23 dollar of his loan missing. The Bee 
reported,  “Chandler  either  talked  too  much  about  sudden  affluence  or  some  person  with  
an  envious  disposition  found  out  about  it.”64 The mere implication that Chandler had 
brought the assault on himself reflects a society that held firm beliefs regarding black 
behavior.  
For many veterans travelling to Washington, D. C., Virginia became a way station 
on their journey. Many Virginia newspapers reported on the large influx of veterans as 
they  traveled  along  the  rails  and  by  truck  to  the  nation’s  capital.  The  New Journal and 
Guide told its readers that close to two hundred veterans, close to a quarter of them black, 
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from Chattanooga, Tennessee, had stopped in Richmond briefly to take up residence in 
Bryan Park. This group of veterans made up the third wave of ex-soldiers to pass through 
the state capital by July 11, and this group had the first sizeable number of black veterans 
in their ranks.65 A month earlier a group of around four hundred marchers had made it to 
Charlottesville from Lynchburg after the city council had provided them with 
transportation on trucks. The residents of Charlottesville had arranged for the veterans to 
make it to Washington on freight cars. These men had come from Texas and Oklahoma 
and  an  article  mentioned  that,  “[t]hirty  of  the  marchers  were  Negroes;;  there  were  a  few  
Indians  and  the  rest  were  whites.”66 When they arrived in Washington, the veterans made 
homes for themselves in abandoned buildings found in the city and in the marshes of 
Anacostia Flats until July 28. On that day General Douglass MacArthur took it upon 
himself to enter Maryland and clear Anacostia Flats after President Hoover had only 
given him orders to clear Lafayette Park. The mayhem that ensued resulted in fifty-five 
injuries and one-hundred-and-thirty-five arrests. The veterans soon made their way back 
to their home states. The story did not end after their dispersal, however, as a second 
bonus army descended on Washington two years later. This march did not have nearly as 
many participants, but it still included many African Americans. One article described, 
“More  than  600  men,  twenty-five per cent of whom are colored are already encamped at 
Camp  Hunt  as  ‘guests’ of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration and the Civilian 
Conservation  Corps.”67 Instead of tear gas and tanks, the marchers found government 
accommodations, until President Franklin Delano Roosevelt dispatched his wife Eleanor 
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66 “Bonus  Marchers,”  The Washington Post, June 12, 1932, 4. 
67 “No  Jim  Crow  Among  Bonus  Seeking  Vets,”  New Journal and Guide, June 2, 1932, A22. 
   89 
 
to their camp where she persuaded them that everyone had to make sacrifices in order to 
get the country running again. This spelled the end to their protests, but for the black 
veterans it did not mean the end of their fight for equality. 
When these men returned from France or stateside military posts after World War 
I they returned to a country still entrenched in Jim Crow rhetoric. Many went on to form 
their own organizations, as the veterans of previous wars had done before them. Those 
who had fought on the front lines demanded recognition through the placement of 
memorials on the battlefield, but the men who served as stevedores or worked in labor 
battalions did not have a major figure to promote the role they had played. When the 
Great Depression racked the country, black veterans along with others in the African 
American community experienced tremendous economic hardships. These men took the 
opportunity to join with white veterans from across the country in demanding federal aid, 
but the fiscal policy of the government led to their defeat. The role of these black soldiers 
would not completely disappear. On the eve of World War II, The Crisis ran article 
entitled  “Old  Jim  Crow  in  Uniform,”  that  described  the  prejudice  and  accusations  black  
soldiers encountered while fighting in World War I. Their experience served as a 
cautionary  tale  where,  “Judging  from  prevailing  Jim  Crow  practices  in  the  armed  forces  
of the United States today, the next war- if we are so unfortunate as to have another- will 
see the same gross maltreatment of  the  Negro  soldier  seen  in  the  World  War.”68 For those 
who had witnessed the promise of equality brought by service and the disappointing 
years that characterized the 1920s and 1930s, the above statement seemed almost a 
foregone conclusion.      
                                                          
68 Walter  Wilson  “Old  Jim  Crow  in  Uniform,”  The Crisis, March 1939, 93. 
Conclusion 
 Black Virginians lived in a state with a unique political and social understanding 
of race at the beginning of the twentieth century. Virginia found itself economically tied 
to the north while identifying itself as a member of the New South. The politicians and 
other white elites tried to enforce their own unique form of racial segregation while 
lauding themselves as protectors of the African American community. With the prospects 
of war on the horizon, white Virginians took advantage of the federal power given to 
them through the Selective Service Act of 1917. This act allowed them to draft large 
numbers of African Americans and claim their state as a truly patriotic member of the 
Union.  The  state’s  diverse  economy  meant  fewer  workers  needed to stay on the farms, 
and even if they did have to help their white employers bring in the crop, they faced 
induction during the second round of the draft.  
 Several men did find ways to work within the system to help ensure their safe 
return and stability for their family. These men had used enlistment in the navy as a way 
to stay close to their families and continue their work for the federal government. For 
many men working on the docks, their position did not provide a safe haven from the 
draft. Despite  the  Governor’s  claims,  these  men  faced  induction  like  any  other  Virginian.  
Upon returning to the United States, they also experienced unemployment as the 
shipbuilding sectors of Norfolk and Portsmouth slowly demobilized. For many, the war 
had brought prosperity, but eventual economic turmoil loomed in the near future.   
 For the majority of black Virginians, service in the army meant long hours of 
physical labor in service battalions. These men trained at facilities in Virginia and across 
the United States, but rarely threatened the racial status quo, as their only war implements 
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included  shovels  and  pickaxes.  While  in  France,  these  battalions,  including  Virginia’s  
510th and 511th, found themselves used in sectors all over the continent, hauling cement, 
building roads, and unloading ships at Brest. Unlike the combat divisions of the 92nd and 
93rd, laborers only reinforced white understandings of black capabilities. When the port 
city of Hampton Roads did erupt into violence, the Wilson administration blamed the 
entitled behavior of black leaders in the community and their belief that the war would 
bring equality, not the rampant discrimination and segregation that characterized the area. 
 When they returned from the war, most Virginians did not have the opportunity to 
describe their experiences through writing or other forms of artistic expression. Rather, 
they  joined  veterans’  organizations  and  marched  on  Washington,  and  in  doing  so,  
provided a collective voice that could bring issues to the national stage. The Bonus 
Expeditionary Force illustrated the power veterans organizations held in mobilizing mass 
groups of men. Even though their efforts ultimately failed, their actions brought their 
plight to the masses. The segregated American Legion could not turn a blind eye to the 
situation, and they eventually debated their stance on discrimination. Black participation 
in the American Legion showed white veterans that African Americans would not simply 
go back to their jobs and expect change to gradually occur. 
 African Americans also understood the importance of public memory and history. 
As intellectuals set out to describe the exploits of these men during the war, the common 
soldiers actively participated in other forms of memory. Something as mundane as filling 
out  the  Virginia  War  History  Commission’s  questionnaires  ensured  black  Virginians’  
service would not go unrecorded. Efforts to have memorials placed on the battlefield 
reflected the belief that stone monuments could educate the public and remind people of 
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the sacrifices made by these men. These memorials, however, reflected the association of 
sacrifice with combat. Men who had worked as stevedores and common laborers would 
only receive brief mentions in histories of the war and have no permanent monument.  
 The war had brought many changes to American society, and the experiences of 
the  black  community  residing  in  Virginia  meant  they  could  never  return  to  the  “Virginia  
Way.”  The  war’s  short  encroachment  on  everyday  life  during  1917  and  1918  set  the  stage 
for  the  struggles  of  the  following  decades.  The  Hampton  Institute’s  model  of  black  self  
determination and white interpretation no longer held the same weight. Proponents of the 
model, including the Wilson administration, had worked hard to keep it in place, but the 
1920s would see the rise of several prominent black intellectuals and activists who 
wanted full citizenship sooner rather than later. Unlike the larger national movement, 
Virginians experienced the war on a predominately local level, and the regional 
idiosyncrasies  regarding  race  and  their  economic  divisions  determined  blacks’  experience  
before, during, and after the war.  These men simply tried to survive rather than 
consciously determine their role as men and political actors.  
 The investigation of race relations in individual states during times of war allows 
historians to better understand the relationship between federal and state institutions. 
Despite  the  American  Expeditionary  Forces’  label  as  a  national  army,  states  determined  
who would fight  in  its  ranks.  In  some  cases  the  military’s  increased  presence  in  state  
affairs threatened the racial status quo that white elites had striven to maintain. In other 
cases the military offered blacks limited opportunities for education and social prestige, 
however limited these may have been. In Virginia, the influence of the Hampton-
Tuskegee model established a basis for officials needing black participation, but wanting 
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to limit their social mobility. However, this model would also receive threats as blacks 
protested their limited roles in the military and increased their participation in local 
groups  after  the  war.  In  effect,  the  “Virginia  Way”  would  survive  the  war,  but  it  would  
not carry the same weight it had during the post-reconstruction period.  
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Figure 1. Three smiling black laborers, representing the ideal black soldiers Virginia elites 
applauded. 
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Firgure 2. Carrie Harris wrote the commission to receive answers about 
her  brother’s  experience,  and  to  ensure  his  service  received  recognition 
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